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“If it comes down to a choice between being unloved
and being vulnerable and sensitive and emotional, then

you can just keep your love.”
— Chuck Palahniuk

“One believes things because one has been conditioned
to believe them.”

— Aldous Huxley

“We cannot tear out a single page of our life, but we can
throw the whole book in the fire.”
— George Sand
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Prologue

There’s no air conditioning on the bus.
I sit in the second row from the back.
“I know you’ve been smoking!”

The old Toyota barely starts.

Going back is just a waste of time.
The van shudders to a halt.

That’s the last of it.

“Don’t touch anything.”

Direct hit!
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“You’re going to have to make a choice.” 95

We wind our way through the mountains. 100
Back to school. Again. 110
Always something there to remind me! 116
I have plenty to do to fill my time. 120
I decide to buy the robe. 126
My parents are out of town. 130
Shortest vacation ever. 135
I’ve never cared for salesmen. 140
We’re finally free. 145
I should just move in with Amber. 148
“Did he ever touch you?” 152
Is this the American dream? 157
I’m exhausted. 162

Fuck this place. 167
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“Hey, do you remember Tyler?”

“Yeah, I haven’t seen him in a while, why?”

“He’s dead. Crashed into the side of the hill up by the lake. I
heard he was drunk.”

“What? He didn’t even have his license.”

“Yeah, I guess he took the car to go see his girlfriend while his
parents were out of town.”

Weird. I should feel something about this. Sadness. Grief. |
don’t know. Should I miss him? The thing I remember most was my
birthday party at Malibu. It must have been fifth grade. We were in
the back seat of the van and he’d smuggled in a bag of candy from his
mom’s shop and we were trying to eat it without anybody noticing.

Tyler and I were best friends for a couple of years. Then we
got put in different classes when we moved to junior high school. He
found a new group of friends and so did I. While my friends are all a
bunch of nerds, like me, Tyler started hanging out with the trouble-
making crowd. They tried to start a gang and asked me to join, but I
said no. It seemed kind of dumb, wearing the same clothes as each
other and only doing whatever the gang wants to do.

We could blame the alcohol. Or the fact that he was an underage
driver. Most people will. Still, we never think it will happen to us. To
someone we know. We’re just kids. Death should be reserved for old
people. What’s the point of following all the rules if we could die at
any moment? There are so many things I haven’t done, that I haven’t
been allowed to do. I wouldn’t want to die, having not accomplished

anything in my life. I haven’t even had sex yet. I spend so much time



trying to please my parents and teachers that I don’t even know who
[ am — or who I want to be. All these adults always telling me how to
think, how to feel, how to act. It’s like I’'m always wearing a mask,
trying to fit in, to play the part I’ve been assigned.

Adults treat me like I’'m stupid. Not just me, all of us. Like
we’re not capable of understanding things like sex or love or death. Just
because we’re young doesn’t mean we can’t think for ourselves. When
you ask them to explain something, they won’t do it. Or they can’t.
I’m old enough to know by now that I shouldn’t believe something
just because an adult says it. If they can’t justify their rules, the only
reason I can see for them to exist is to control us. A need to assert their
dominance. Obeying and regurgitating the same beliefs and statutes
for generations without ever stopping to question the reason behind

them. Never wondering if there might be a better way.



Oﬁﬁ/ﬂﬁ@b One
THERE®S NO AIR CONDITIONING ON THE BUS.

Ninety minutes each way. That’s almost three times what it
was last year. It’s a long time to sit here by myself and stare out the
window. I’ve already seen this drive enough times in my life to predict
every turn in the road with my eyes closed. Sean gets a ride to school
with his dad, who works in Oakhurst. All of my other friends ride the
second bus. There are two buses that pick up kids who went to our
elementary school. Number twelve and number eight. I don’t know
how many buses they actually have. This high school has kids from
six different schools: Raymond, Oakhurst, Bass Lake, North Fork,
Coarsegold. Everywhere within a fifty-mile radius. When I was in
little league, we’d go to these schools for games. There’s something
strange and exciting about being at a different school when you’ve
only gone to one school all your life. Just going to the bathroom feels
like a new, slightly naughty, experience.

I’ve been to Yosemite High School before. For baseball games
and stuff. It looks different from this angle. The dusty, yellowed
fields — the part of the school I’'m most familiar with — sit off in the
distance, at the bottom of the hill. Above the parking lot, where I’ve
joined a mass exodus that has come forth from rows of yellow buses,
mounds of concrete sprout out from the dirt like bulbous teepees
every few hundred yards. Spattered down the hillside are rows of

portable classrooms, intended to be temporary at first, but permanent
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fixtures for the last decade or so, judging by the chipped, gray paint
and assorted graffiti.

Apparently, there’s no organization to the classroom numbering.
They’re lettered and numbered by department, but some rooms are
used for various classes throughout the day and the portables are not
grouped together in any logical manner. One class is in 914, but there
are only three rooms in the 900 building. My next class is in DT-109, a
drafting class in a row of portables, between health class and algebra.
I’ve deduced that the 100-900 buildings are the cement circus tents
and the letters mean a portable trailer.

I haven’t seen any of my friends yet today. I don’t have any
classes with Sean, Eric, or Adam at all this semester. The four of us
have been in the same class for the last two years. In junior high, the
day was divided into periods, but they were all in the same classroom,
with the same teacher. Only in the afternoon, after lunch, did we
leave that room for an elective. Our little group always took the same
electives, though.

In third period, I sit next to Brent at the back table of the auto-
shop warehouse. He’s kind of the outsider in our group, Brent. He
has long red hair, thinning like an old man’s, draped over his trench
coat. It’s August. T-shirt weather. He’s always playing with knives,
too. This is why we don’t usually invite him over. That, and the time
he shot me in the back with a BB gun when we went to his house to
play D&D. And then there was the time he puked Red Vines all over
the boat we rented for eighth-grade graduation. I think he hangs out
with Eric sometimes. They both live in the Indian Lakes area. But
when I go to Eric’s, we don’t usually invite him over.

Brent has an acoustic guitar and he’s plucking at the strings
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while the teacher is explaining the class syllabus. We’re sitting at the
back of the room and it’s hard enough to hear what he’s saying in this
warehouse. If I ask Brent to stop with the guitar, he’d probably start
cutting into the wood-block table with his pocketknife or something
equally distracting.

The guitar makes a loud clang, and a cloud of white dust
appears in front of us as a chalkboard eraser bounces off the strings.
The wooden stool beneath me sways on its uneven footing as I lean
back in a much-too-late attempt to dodge the projectile. “Put it away!”
the obese, bearded man bellows from across the room. Brent shoves
the guitar back in its case and flips the teacher off, but it’s too late -
he’s already looking away and swearing at the computer on his desk.

“I’11 print out the first assignment as soon as I can get this damn
computer to work. Just talk amongst yourselves.”

After waiting a minute or two, looking around at the thirty
other faces, hoping somebody else will do it, I get up and walk over
to his desk, offering to help. There are like ninety-seven jobs in his
print queue. First, I cancel all of those. Sorry, Mr. Monahan, but I’'m
not going to take the blame when it spits out a thousand copies of your
assignment. The print drivers aren’t loaded. Simple fix. Two minutes
later, the worksheet on how to check tire pressure is coming out of the
LaserJet. I’'m not making any friends by helping the teacher, I’'m sure.
They’d rather just sit and talk for the next forty minutes. Dumbasses.
We’d just have to make it up later.

Monahan offers to pass me on the assignment, and the next
several assignments, if [ help him with some other computer problems
he’s been having around the shop. I’d rather learn about cars than fix

computers, but I don’t think I have a choice. I don’t want to get on his
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bad side on the first day; he seems like an asshole.

My next class is in 806. I go to the building nearest my first
class, 914, and it’s the 800 building, but it’s the administration office.
After waiting in the crowded lobby with a dozen other students for
about fifteen minutes, the gray-haired lady compares my class schedule
to the laminated map on the counter in front of her. She takes a long
pause to moisten her cracked lips before telling me that the class I'm
supposed to be in is all the way across campus, in a portable. I'm
already late.

They don’t have a cafeteria at this school. No hot-lunch trays
or salad bar. No little cartons of milk. I’ve never seen a school without
some kind of food counter.

There’s a Subway Express window at the top of the hill, by
the student store. Even if I get a sandwich, there’s nowhere to sit. The
three or four picnic tables scattered around the dry grass are occupied
by throngs of juniors and seniors, shouting excitedly at each other.
Exuberant reunions of band geeks and cheerleaders alike. In addition
to Letterman jackets and gym shorts, the student store sells chips and
candy. I get a Baby Ruth and a Butterfinger. That’ll be my lunch today.

Making my way to the edge of the concrete patio, I spot Eric
and Sean in the driveway below, flicking pennies at each other. When
I get down there, I suggest we test out the ‘standing-group theory’.
Our hypothesis is that any group of three or more, standing in the
middle of a crowded space, will grow exponentially over time.

Within a couple of minutes, Adam shows up and our circle
expands. Next, Brent pushes his way into the group, leaving his ragged
guitar case in the walkway behind him. By the time the bell rings to

summon us to sixth period, the crowd of teenage boys has grown to
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nine, completely blocking the asphalt driveway and forcing passers-
by to cross the grass.

I walk with Eric down to the row of portables by the bus depot,
continuing our discussion about the latest first-person shooter game. I
have math and he has health, two rooms over. Math is boring. But not
as bad as seventh period.

English.

I like to read, but Romeo and Juliet? Jane Eyre? I'm not
looking forward to this semester. I heard the other class gets to read
The Catcher in the Rye or even pick out their own books to read.

Before the bell rings for class to start, the teacher is shouting
at everyone to sit down and shut up. That seems to be the school
mantra. Everyone is excited for the first day of school to be over and
it’s almost three o’clock. She’s like a hundred, so you’d think that
she’d be used to first and last day of school antics.

On the bus, I bum a cigarette from Lindsay. She sometimes
babysits my brother and sister and we’ll sneak out for a smoke together
after she puts them to bed. She gave me my first cigarette last year. I
feel guilty, always asking her, but I don’t know how else to get them.
None of my friends smoke. My family hates smoking. Both of my
grandpas smoked and they’re dead now, but I still like it.

It’s about a mile walk from the bus stop to my house. I try to
hurry. I’ve got less than an hour before my mom gets home. If I get
back quickly, I can smoke this cigarette and then wash my hands and
brush my teeth. I can’t smoke out here by the road, someone might
drive by and see me and tell my mom.

I get a little dizzy when I take the first drag. It’s still summer,

but the smoke feels cool in my throat. I hear a noise up by the house
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and I press the cigarette into a mound of dirt between the dry weeds, in
case my brother comes out looking for me. After waiting, frozen, for
a minute and not seeing him looking down from the back patio, I grab
the butt and hurry up the hill to stash it in the outside garbage can. I
can hear the series of engine revs that indicate someone is coming up
the driveway.

My mom’s friend, Jim, gets out of his car and calls out to me
with a wave. I nod to him and go through the back door, into the
house, hoping to avoid an awkward conversation. He’s such a phony.

“Hey Loser, Jim is here!” I yell down the hallway. Nick comes
half-running, half-skipping through the house. There’s a pile of
laminate flooring in the living room and he trips on it, stumbling into
the front door.

Jim shows up sometimes and rides the horses with my brother.
Most of my mom’s friends each show up about once a week when
she’s not here, pretending to be looking for her, as if they don’t know
when she’s here. Or maybe they came by because they “needed to
borrow some eggs.” Never mind the fact that the store is a shorter
drive from their house. It’s pretty obvious why they’re really coming
over.

I’'m returning everything to my backpack when 1 hear my
mom’s car racing up the driveway. I cringe. No telling what she’s
going to be yelling about when she gets home.

Today, it’s laundry.

“Get up off of your lazy ass! I told you I wanted the laundry
folded and put away!”

“I was going to. I’m just finishing my homework.”

“When I leave a list, I want it all to be done when I get home!
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Where are your brother and sister? You know you’re responsible for
them when I’m gone. I expect you to set the example around here!
Can’t I count on you to do anything?”

They’re in their room, playing with toys, I tell her. She opens
the door and instructs them not to come out. From the hallway, she
yells at me to finish the laundry and then stay in my room until dinner.
A few minutes later, my brother comes into our room and closes the
door. She told him to wait in here while she walked Jim to his car. In
the driveway.

I’m three or four levels into a new game of Shining Force when
the phone rings. I don’t hear my mom call out that she’s got it, so I run
to the kitchen to answer. It’s one of my mom’s friends. I open the back
door and lean out to yell for my mom.

“I told you to stay inside!” she screams from next to Jim’s
faded-blue Pinto, where they’re both leaning, side-by-side, against
the passenger door.

“It’s Cheryl,” I call back.

“Get inside! Tell her I’1l call her back!”

I hang up the phone and go back to my game until [ hear my dad
get home. My mom’s in the kitchen now, heating up some Hamburger
Helper. Dinner is always when he gets home. We all come out of our
rooms and find our designated chairs at the table. I eat silently while
my siblings, wide-eyed and grinning, tell him about their first day of
school.

Freshman year is going to suck.



Clhapter Tivo
1 SIT IN THE SECOND ROW FROM™ THE BACK.

There are hardly any juniors or seniors on the bus. They drive
themselves. I’ve started to make friends with some of the more popular
underclassmen these last few weeks, so I get to sit in the back of the
bus with them. It’s a loud group, always gossiping about the latest
hookup or who got busted for drinking or smoking. Someone puts on
an Ace of Base CD and everyone sings along, even me.

The frozen grass crunches underneath my feet, leaving a trail
of green footprints behind me as I sneak from under the bridge next
to the gym and dart to the baseball dugout. Through the school-wide
announcement system, the late bell rings for first period.

We rarely get snow where I live, which is only a few miles
from here, but there’s several inches of compressed powder lining the
walkways around campus. It melts into a slush when the rain starts.
Jessica, Aaron, and [ huddle together for warmth under the narrow metal
roof, listening to the rain spattering above us and smoking cigarette
after cigarette — unable to tell the smoke from the condensation of our
own breath in the cold air. Our morning P.E. class is out in shorts and
t-shirts, running laps around the field. If I go to at least five classes a
day, they don’t count me as truant. If we can see them, they can see us.

Let’s just hope they don’t recognize us at this distance.

It’s still raining on the bus ride home. Tina, one of Jessica’s
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friends, invites me to her house, so I get off at the stop before mine.
We run to her house, getting soaked along the way. The bus only stops
every couple of miles as it follows the main road through the Yosemite
Lakes Park subdevelopment. Only a lucky few students have a walk
home shorter than a mile. In weather like this, most of them will get
picked up by their parents at the bus stop.

“Do you have Prince Albert in a can?” she asks me, reaching
for the shelf above her. I don’t know who or what Prince Albert is,
so she explains the joke as she rolls us a couple of cigarettes from
the metal tin. I’ve never had an unfiltered cigarette. It’s a lot harsher,
especially in the sections where my hair has dripped on the paper, and
it leaves little flakes of tobacco on my lips and teeth with each drag.

After we finish smoking, we make out for a couple of minutes
before I tell her I need to get home before my mom gets back. I still
have to walk from her house to mine. Nearly twice as far as my usual
walk. She tries to get me to stay longer, offering to let me get to second
base, but I’ll be grounded if I don’t get home.

I’m only a few hundred feet down the road from Tina’s when
the blue Geo Metro pulls up next to me, blaring its horn. I open the
passenger door and she’s already screaming at me for not coming
straight home after school. She came home early to get ready. She’s
going out tonight. We’ll be staying at her friend Diane’s house. The
one place I actually look forward to when I have to stay there. She’s
a lot nicer than my mom and her kids are about my age. They have
the best video games and a big-screen TV. Lately, we’re staying at my
mom’s friends’ houses more and more.

My dad moved to LA a couple months back. We’re still a

family, I guess. He comes back to visit on his days off — Tuesday and
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Wednesday — but otherwise we don’t see him. When I was a kid, he
worked at an arcade in Fresno. It was my favorite place to spend my
weekends, helping out for the all-you-can-play event every Saturday
morning and then spending the rest of the day mastering the latest
games. Well, this year, another company bought up a bunch of arcades
and they made my dad the manager of their new location. It’s pretty
awesome. Not only does it have a huge game room, but it also has
a skating rink, miniature golf, go-karts, bumper boats, and batting
cages. [’ve been down to visit a couple of times since he moved there.

After everyone else goes to bed, Bennett and I stay up to hang
out. He’s two years older than me, but I’ve always gotten along better
with him than his brother, who is closer to my age. Chris, the younger
brother, is really into sports and I’'m not. Even the video games he
plays are sports games. He’s cool, but it gets boring after a while,
always playing football or basketball. Or talking about sports. Or
looking at magazines about them.

Bennett takes me out back to gather some pomegranates from
their tree. I’ve never had a pomegranate before. “You can eat the
seeds,” he explains, “But we’re just going to use the juice.”

In the kitchen, he cuts them in half and squeezes the crimson
liquid into a couple of coffee mugs. It’s dark, like blood, but not as
thick. Taking a bottle of vodka from the cabinet, he pours some into
each cup and passes me one. My mouth puckers and my throat burns
as I take the first sip.

We sit around the kitchen table, drinking our tart juice cocktails.
Bennett asks me if I’ve ever smoked pot. I lie and tell him I have, but
I prefer cigarettes. I’'m hoping he’ll give me one, but he only smokes

weed.
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“Prove it. Let’s see you smoke a bowl.”

Outside, in the driveway, he crams a pinch of green into his
resin-crusted metal pipe and passes it to me. I light it and inhale deeply,
like I would with a cigarette, and immediately cough violently. Bennett
laughs. I’m sure he can tell this is my first time. I have a second hit,
even though I’m already feeling funny. Wobbly. My vision is blurry.
It takes a few minutes to reorient myself.

“What the hell is that?” Bennett says, pointing into the
darkness above his house. There’s a single light in the sky, miles off
in the distance. It could be a star if it weren’t moving. It’s not flying
in a straight line like an airplane, though. The light jerks sharply in
one direction, then floats up, darting suddenly the opposite direction.
We watch it for several minutes while it continues this dance, never
traveling horizontally or vertically for more than a few moments
before moving suddenly diagonally. Then, it just disappears. I must
be pretty fucked up from the weed and vodka, but Bennett saw it, too.
He was the one who noticed.

After staring up at the dark night sky for a while, we decide it’s
not going to come back and go inside to warm up. He heats a kettle
of water on the stove and makes two mugs of tea. We’re sitting at the
table drinking it when he tells me, in great detail, how he fucked his
mom’s cat. I can barely see straight and I’m not quite understanding
what he’s telling me. He has to be messing with me.

“How do you like that tea?”

“It’s okay.” I’ve never had tea except on the rare occasion at
the Chinese restaurant my parents like to go to for special occasions.

“It’s jimsonweed,” Bennett tells me. 1 stare at him blankly,

since | have no idea what that is. He goes into the next room and gets a
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book about plants, opening it to jimsonweed and setting it on the table
in front of me. It’s hard for me to make out the words on the page,
everything is doubled. Words floating around. I manage to figure out
that it’s poisonous. Would he really give me poison? He’s drinking it,
too. I think. I didn’t watch him make it.

The next day, Bennett drives his brother and I to school in his
dad’s big-ass Lincoln Town Car. He tells me I should come down to
the creek by the lower parking lot at lunch. I share the invitation with
Aaron when we ditch first period to smoke by the baseball field. I
didn’t know there was a creek, but he knows where to go. He’s been
a few times.

I meet up with Aaron after fifth period and we walk down the
gravel driveway to the junior parking lot.

“Don’t look now,” he whispers, nodding over his shoulder. A
few paces down, I turn to see Mr. Rupp standing, hands on his hips, at
the entrance to the school at the top of the hill. From his post, he can
keep an eye on every car in both lots.

“Just pretend like we’re waiting for a friend to take us to
lunch,” Aaron tells me, leaning against the passenger side of a brown
Karmann Ghia. We take turns glancing at the assistant principal until
Aaron nudges me to signal he’s distracted, talking with a student. I
follow as he ducks behind the old Volkswagen and makes a dash for
the grove of eucalyptus trees that line the perimeter of the lot.

Through about fifty feet of dense growth, we come out next to
a nearly-dry creek bed. Twenty or so students sit on the sand or atop
large granite rocks scattered up and down the bank. I recognize a lot
of these kids from my classes or seeing them around campus. They’re

mostly from the skater clique or the goths, though a few long-hairs
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in flannel shirts are mixed into the group. Nobody I really know. I
thought Bennett was supposed to be here.

Several people have metal or glass pipes and I’m offered to
sample from each of them as I sit down on a stump at the edge of the
group. They all know me as a clean-cut, teachers-pet type, so they’re
surprised to see me down here. Surprised to see me smoking. A gangly
guy dressed in white shorts and a plain-white t-shirt, Justin, offers me
a little piece of paper, torn from the Sunday comics. Family Circus, I
think.

“What is 1t?”

“It’s black pyramid,” he tells me, putting one on his tongue to
dissolve and dumping the tiny squares from a paper envelope into the
waiting hands that surround him. After some hesitation, but before he
runs out, | take one and put it on my tongue in the same way. He tells
me the first one is free, but if [ want more, they’re five dollars.

A bell rings. I get up to go back to class and the whole world
shifts to one side, toppling over to the left while I stay in place. My
legs are buried in the sand up to my knees and I can’t walk. I have to
hurry, though, the water level in the creek is rising and I’ll be washed
away. Why isn’t anyone helping me? Can’t they see what’s happening?

A second bell rings. It doesn’t stop ringing. The PA system
must be broken. The kids with the lizard faces and the snowman
are swallowed up by the eucalyptus trees. “If I don’t get out of here
soon, they’re going to eat me, too,” a panda laughs from inside my
brain. Oh no! The trees have taken over my brain. Dorothy and the
scarecrow should be coming by soon. They’ll be able to get me out of
this quicksand. If that damn bell would stop ringing, maybe I could

hear them approach.
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Aaron can see that I’m tripping and can’t go back to class, so
he takes me to the other side of campus, past the ag farm and onto the
football field. I'm staring at the goal post, watching it get smaller as
we walk toward it. No, wait, the field is getting longer. Stretching out
in front of us. I try to run to catch up to it, but I’'m not in control of my
legs. Above me, a giant pair of hands holds two marionette paddles,
the strings reaching out to wrap around my wrists and ankles. The
blood-red, press-on fingernails of the disembodied hands grow toward
the field, surrounding me. Trapping me in their prison. Laughing at
me. Aaron yanks the sleeve of my jacket and I start walking again.

There’s a metal drainage tube under the roadway behind the
school. Big enough for us to sit in. We wait out sixth and seventh
period under the road, smoking menthol cigarettes that he got from
his cousin.

“Dude, just chill out, you’ll be fine.” The acid doesn’t seem to
be affecting him the same. I’'m sure I saw him eat one. Or did 1? Just
like the tea from Bennett. Are they giving me something different?

“Yeah, man. It’s just all the cats, y’know. The toes are
everywhere.”

“Don’t worry about it, we’ll get you home soon.”

“No, no. No home for me. Homeless me.”

“Just relax and smoke another cigarette.”

My body still feels tingly and it’s hard to walk on these rubbery
Gumby-legs as we head to the buses after the last bell. I keep hoping 1
don’t get stuck like this forever. They said this kid, Brandon, did LSD
in the seventh grade and he permafried. He got trapped in a permanent
state of being high. It’s pretty scary, but one thing I’ve noticed is I’'m

not worried about all the shit I’'m going to have to deal with when I get
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home, so maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to get stuck like this.

There’s a party tonight at Jessica’s house. Her parents are out of
town. Sounds like most of the group from lunch will be there. There’s
no way I’ll be able to talk my mom into letting me go to a party. Not
unless she can come over to meet the homeowners and hang out for
an hour to judge every kid at the party, just so she can talk shit about
what losers they are later. She has a lot to say about other people for
someone who works the makeup counter part-time at a small-town
department store.

I tell her I’'m going to Tommy’s to play Sega. I’ve been friends
with him since kindergarten and my parents know his parents. I’ll
invite him to the party with me and then sleep over at his house in
case my mom calls over there. His mom would cover for us anyway,
she’s pretty cool. Not many moms would watch Spaceballs with us
and explain the jokes we’re too young to get. If we’re going to drink,
she’ll say, I’d rather you do it somewhere I know you’re safe.

I get a ride to Tommy’s and then we walk, in the cold and dark,
up Ranger Circle Drive to the brown mobile home. This house isn’t
far from Bennett’s house. I wonder if he’ll be here, too.

Inside, it’s almost all freshmen. Mostly people I went to grade
school with, since we live in the same area. I find Sean at the kitchen
table. He offers me a can of Budweiser as I sit next to him. Holy crap,
this is disgusting. I’ve never had a beer before. I mean, my grandpa
would sometimes let me have a sip of his, but I always hated it. He
would have me crush all of his old beer cans when I’d go visit and the
smell of the hot, sticky cans would make me feel sick. It’s not much
better cold.

Tina and Jessica are drinking wine coolers, so I ask them where
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I can get one and Tina takes me out back to a blue-and-white ice chest,
where I pick out a strawberry daiquiri flavored drink in a glass bottle.
Sometimes, Tim, from down the street, will swipe a Zima or Bartles
and Jaymes from his parents and we’ll drink it together on our walk to
the bus stop in the morning.

Tina tells me to meet her back out here in an hour and opens
the sliding glass door to let me back inside. Sean, Tommy, and Eric
are playing gin at the table, so I pull up a chair to join them. We used
to play this game in eighth grade when we were supposed to be having
quiet study time, more often than not getting in trouble for being too
loud.

“Nice drink, queer.”

The rest of the guys laugh at me. Then they make fun of me
for turning red. Tina and Jessica are watching from the living room,
which only makes me turn an even darker hue. Vermilion. I don’t
understand why it’s considered normal to make fun of people who
are supposed to be your friends. Seems like everyone I know takes
pleasure in making others feel bad. Like it makes them feel better
about their own problems.

“Gin, fools!” Sean slams his cards down on the table for all
of us to see. Eric gathers up the piles from in front of us and shuffles
the deck for another hand. As he starts to fling cards at each of us in
turn, Tina approaches from beside me. She pushes my cards back to
the center of the table and takes my hand, leading me into the living
room. My friends make onomatopoetic sound effects in the style of a
TV audience as we make our exit.

Sitting beside me on the worn sofa, she leans in and kisses my

neck. Softly at first, then she starts sucking. Hard. I push her away.
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She’s trying to give me a hickey, but I don’t want my parents to see.
I can’t tell the look she’s giving me. Maybe she’s hurt or angry. I kiss
her on the lips and stick my tongue in her mouth, using my hand to
brush the hair away from her face.

“Are you nervous?” she asks, placing her hand on my knee and
slowly moving it up my thigh.

“I don’t get nervous,” I laugh, nervously.

She finds my hard penis under my jeans and begins squeezing
and pulling on it as she kisses me. Unfastening my belt and unzipping
my pants, she reaches her hand in. It feels cold on my warm member.
Tina lays me down on the couch, on my side, laying down in front of
me, so we’re spooning. She slides the elastic waistbands of her tights
and panties down just enough to reveal her smooth, round ass below
her sweatshirt. Reaching behind her back, she slides my erection into
her. It’s not like I expected. Softer, wetter, and warmer than my friends
said. They’re probably all virgins, too. Maybe not Bennett. He’s older.
Back when I was seven and he was ten, he explained to me how sex
worked when nobody else would. Then, a few years later, he showed
me pictures in some Hustler and Penthouse magazines he’d found that
were his dad’s or older brother’s. Up until now, that’s all I knew about
sex. The anatomy lessons in health class don’t teach anything about
what you’re actually supposed to do.

Tina is writhing around in front of me. I feel the inside of her
vagina pulsating and squeezing. I’'m not moving. I’'m worried the
other people at the party might see us. I look around the room and see
Jessica riding Aaron on the opposite couch. She’s completely naked.
None of us are old enough to get a tattoo, but she has one of a butterfly

on her back, just above her left butt cheek.
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I feel a tingling throughout my body and a sudden shiver. It’s
over. I came. As quick as it got hard, my erection goes limp. Tina pulls
her pants up and rolls over to kiss me. She wraps her arms around
me and squeezes my head into her fully-developed breasts. Certainly
among the largest in the freshman class.

[ don’tknow how long we’ve been laying like this when Tommy
comes around the corner, announcing he’s ready to go. Fastening
my pants behind the cover of Tina’s body, I hug and kiss her once
more before getting up and making a trip around the room to say my
goodbyes.

On the walk back to Tommy’s house, I don’t say anything about
what happened. He might already know. The other couples made it
pretty obvious what was going on in that living room. He doesn’t ask.
We mostly talk about video games and golf as we walk, shivering,

down the wet road in the darkness.



Chapter fhiree
““1 KNOW YOU”VE BEEN SMIOKINGI™

My mom is always yelling at me or accusing me of something.
Deny, deny, deny. It doesn’t matter if it’s true or not. When I’ve told her
the truth in the past, she’s only used it against me. Punitive measures
for lying or telling the truth. No reason to tell the truth. Why should I
be honest with someone who is never honest with me?

She has been smelling the insides of my pockets when I shower,
she admits. Sneaking into the bathroom and turning them inside out
to detect the odor of smoke that’s transferred from my hands to the
inside of my jeans. I’ll have to learn to stop standing with my hands
in my pockets all the time. She wants to know where I’'m hiding the
cigarettes. I know better than to hide anything in my room. More often
than not, I’ll come home to find her ‘putting away laundry’. I’'m not a
child. I know laundry doesn’t go in my desk drawers.

“How many times have we told you not to smoke?”

“And?”

“And what? When I tell you to do something, you do it.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so, that’s why.”

I sit silently in the middle seat of the van while she continues
on her tired rant. I’ve heard it a million times. Because I said so, this
is her theme song.

“You know, I made a promise to my dad when I was a little girl
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that I’d never smoke and I kept that promise,” she continues, beaming
self-righteously.
“Good job.”

“Show your mother some damn respect

'3)

my dad shouts,
reaching back from the wheel and hitting me in the sternum with his
knuckles. I turn away and put on my headphones, cranking up the
heavy metal to drown them out. Through my window, I see a squirrel
start across the road. The tires thump as my dad doesn’t try to avoid
hitting it. Or hits it on purpose. I close my eyes, feeling the tears
starting to well up behind my eyelids.

“Hey mom, you know all those high-school kids who smoke
cigarettes? They all smoke marijuana, too,” I hear my brother say
through the blaring guitars. I don’t look. I pretend not to notice.

This is the first year we haven’t gone to my aunt and uncle’s
house for Thanksgiving. My cousin, their daughter, went on a cruise
and got pregnant by a guy she’d never met before. I heard my mom
gossiping about it on the phone to her friends. My mom likes for us to
live in this little bubble where the real world doesn’t exist. From day
one, being fed lies about Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. Or how
babies are brought by God when a man and a woman love each other
and only after they get married. Even after I discover her lies, when
the kids at school tell me the truth, I’'m forced to continue lying to my
brothers and sister. Pretending like I still believe this crap. Apparently,
it’s okay to spread her lies around to others, but not to lie to her. “You
can’t cheat a cheater,” that’s what she always says. God, Santa Claus,
the Easter Bunny. They’re all invisible spies for my parents. Keeping
us obedient, docile. If Mom doesn’t catch you, God or Santa will.

So, instead of spending the holiday with that side of the family,
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we’re going to my mom’s sister’s house. Rather than trying to explain
to us how our cousin could be pregnant without a husband, they’ve
decided not to see or talk to that side of the family again. It sucks
because that was always my favorite place to go for holidays. When I
was a little kid, I used to stay there on my vacation from school. We’d
go get Thrifty ice cream and rent video games. On Thanksgiving,
we’d always play a game of flag football.

We stay at my aunt’s house for what seems like an eternity.
Instead of playing football, the men decide to watch it on TV. I don’t
care for watching sports, so I sit out on the patio, by myself, petting
their dog, until my mom shouts from the doorway for me to come hug
everyone and say goodbye. I hate touching people and I hate being
touched. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been forced to hug people
every time they come and go. Denying any request from an older
family member, no matter how personal, is deemed disrespectful and
grounds for a beating later, behind closed doors.

Back home, my mom heads straight to my room and begins
pulling the drawers from my desk, flipping them over to dump the
contents on the floor.

“Where is it?!” she screams in my face, pushing me out of the
way to get into my closet.

“Where is what?”

“I know you smoke the pot, tell me where it is and you won’t
be in trouble.” This last bit is definitely a lie. It used to work on me,
but I won’t fall for it again. Plastic models crumble into their factory
components as she throws them from their boxes in the closet into the
pile on my floor.

Not finding what she’s looking for, she reverts to her go-to



24 Tweed Jefferson

method of parenting — slapping me across the face. Hard enough to
make my ear ring. When I was little, it was spanking with wooden
spoons for even the slightest transgression. I can’t count how many
have been broken over my back and ass. Now, I’m too old for that. It
doesn’t hurt any more.

She pins me against the poster on my bedroom wall, squeezing
my throat with one hand as she pulls my hair with the other. I'm
crying, but she doesn’t care.

“I’1ll give you something to cry about,” she says, twisting my
scalp. “Tell me where it is right now!” I can hear my little brother and
sister sobbing along with me in the next room.

“It’s not here,” I gasp.

“Where the hell is it, you fucking druggie loser?”

“It’s, it’s up on the hill,” I’'m barely able to choke out.

Yanking me from the wall by the hair and throwing me to the
pile of broken hobbies and memories on the floor, she orders me to go
get it. [ walk up the hill to the next property and retrieve the tupperware
container with my little metal pipe from its hiding spot between two
stones and bring it back to her.

For the next several weeks, I’'m confined to my room. Only
allowed out at designated meal times and to do the chores assigned to
me. [ can’t play video games, talk to my friends, or even go to school.
I tell her that I need to call Eric so he can get me my assignments,
but she won’t let me, saying I’m just trying to “score dope”. Who
talks like that? Eric doesn’t even smoke pot. None of my friends from
junior high do. They don’t even like that I do it.

Most nights, after dinner, the phone will ring and my brother

will answer it. Every time, the caller hangs up. A few minutes later,
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my mom tells me to watch my siblings because she has to go get
gas. There’s a gas station right by our house, but she says she has to
go to the one in Coarsegold because it’s cheaper. She doesn’t have
anywhere to be but, for some reason, doesn’t think it’s strange that she
suddenly needs to go out of her way fill up the tank at eight o’clock at
night. It’s a fifteen-minute drive to the gas station in Coarsegold, but it
usually takes about two hours for her to get back. This doesn’t happen
on Tuesday or Wednesday, when my dad is visiting from his job down
in LA, just Thursday through Sunday.

One week, when my dad is in town for Christmas, my parents
announce that I’ll be moving to LA with him. They’ve decided to
put me on independent study and take me away from all the ‘bad
influences’. I can only think of one bad influence in my life.

The Tuesday after New Years, my dad drives me to Oakhurst
to meet my new teacher. She works at Evergreen High School. They
call it a continuation school. Mostly, it’s where they send the pregnant
teenagers. A single portable classroom down the road from the regular
high school. We’d pass it on our morning bus ride.

“You’re way behind on your credits,” Roberta sighs, going
over my transcripts. Since my parents didn’t notify the school they
were taking me out, I’ve failed all of my classes for the first semester
and I’ll have to make them up. Roberta tells me that she’s going to
have me do five classes to start and if I’m able to handle the workload,
I can take more. She explains how independent study is different
from homeschool. With homeschool, the parents do the teaching and
grade the assignments. With independent study, the parents don’t do
anything, so no change there. I’ll be given a list of assignments each

week when I come for my hour-long appointment. The following
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week, I’ll turn the assignments in to Roberta to be graded, then be
given the next list.

Before I move in with my dad, my parents tell me I have to
meet with three of their friends, so I know what a good influence is.
They give me specific orders. While I’m spending the day with each of
these people, I have to ask them about marijuana. How embarrassing.
And pointless. These idiots with their “just say no” speeches, playing
on repeat. None of them have the balls to actually talk to me like
anything other than a child, they’d rather just regurgitate dogma. This
isn’t an after-school special, it’s real life.

The first guy, he used to be my babysitter, I know he smokes
weed. I mean, he’s the older brother of the guy who gave me my
first hit. Their whole family likes to drink and smoke, but none of
them will admit to it. When I ask him the question we’ve both been
dreading, he gives me a rehearsed speech, sounding like a recording
of my parents. At least he admits to smoking with a half-truth, saying
he’d tried it once.

The second of my parents’ friends, he’s nice enough. He takes
me out to the hobby store to watch the RC car races. My grandpa used
to build RC cars and race them at tracks like this. I wish he were here
now. He’d know what to say. He was more honest with me when I was
seven than my family has ever been.

This guy, the friend of my parents, he’s a used car salesman.
I’ve known him my whole life. His daughter and I have been friends
since we were babies. Back when we were, like, eight, this girl and I
had sex. Not actually sex, though, because, at the time, we thought all
you had to do was rub the exterior of your genitals together. It must

have been before Bennett explained things to me. Maybe we were six
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or seven.

I’ve never bought a car, but I’ve heard used car salesmen are
professional liars. I watch enough TV to know they’ll say anything
for a buck. Maybe my parents are paying him. Wouldn’t surprise me.
Sometimes, we take family trips together and he and my mom drink
several bottles of wine together. I don’t understand how this guy can
get blackout drunk in front of his children, but thinks it’s okay to tell
me not to smoke or drink.

“Do as I say, not as I do,” that’s what my mom always says.

The third guy I have to spend a day with is the pastor from the
local church. He tells me about how he used to smuggle drugs across
the border, but then he found Jesus and renounced his evil ways. He
tells me about how smoking pot is a “gateway drug” and if I’'m not
careful, I’ll be getting arrested in Mexico with a brick of heroin in
my trunk. It’s the same ineffective crap they tell us in D.A.R.E. class.
Take one hit of the evil reefer and you’re a life-long criminal and drug
addict.

One more week of this shit and I finally get to move with my
dad. I don’t really know him. He’s always been around and all that,
but he works a lot. Not that I can blame him. I’d want to spend as
much time out of that house as possible, too. When he gets home, we
make small talk over dinner, going around the table in turn, giving a
narrative of what happened that day, what we learned in school. When
I was little, he used to read to me before bed. But he never really talks
to me, never consults me about my own life or shows any interest in
what I think. Unless he disagrees with me, in which case he tells me
that what I think is wrong. They’ve got my whole life figured out for

me already and I don’t have a say in the matter. Finish high school, get
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a job, get married, buy a house, have kids. Just like they did. That’s the
only acceptable way to live your life, they brainwash us. How would
I know if that’s what I want to do? I haven’t even seen the world yet.
If it were up to them, I’d still believe in Santa Claus.

I actually don’t know what my dad thinks about this stuff. My
mom always has something negative or snarky to say about everything.
Mostly, he just goes along with her. He stands behind whatever she
says or does. He’s so much smarter than her, I don’t get it. Maybe with
this move, I’ll get to learn what he really thinks about things.

On Tuesday, at Evergreen, Roberta tells me I’ve been acing all
of my assignments and I can take more electives to get caught up on
my credits.

“What classes can I take?”

“You can pick from any of the textbooks in the library,” she
says, “But, look, if you can make a persuasive argument as to why
something you like to do is educational, I’ll let you count it as a credit.

“You still have to do the regular classes. English, math, history,
but otherwise, I encourage you to learn about anything that interests
you.”

“What about golf?”

“Sure, P.E. credit.”

“Video games?”

“Maybe if you were making your own game, but [’'m not going
to count video games as educational, sorry, bub.”

“I’1ll see what else I can think of. If regular school were like
this, maybe I wouldn’t be so bored all the time.”

“That’s what a lot of the students say when they come here.”

After getting my weekly assignments, I shove my books and
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papers into my backpack and head outside to wait for my dad to pick
me up. My heart sinks as I open the door to see the blue Metro idling
in the parking lot.

“Get in, hurry up.”

I toss my backpack behind the seat and get in. She’s peeling out
in reverse before I’ve even closed the door.

“How was school?”

“Fine.”

“Fine? That’s it? You don’t have anything else to say but
“fine’?”

“No.”

“I’'m sick of your fucking attitude. I can’t wait for you to leave.
You’re the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

“Whatever.”

“Whatever,” she echoes in her best down-syndrome voice,
making a crooked face and sticking her tongue out. “You think you’re
$0000 cool, don’t you?”

“No.”

“Well, mister cool-guy, I’ve got a surprise for you tonight.”

We meet with my dad at the house and leave for Fresno before
dinnertime. They’re making me go to a psychiatrist. They’re so
desperate to control my mind that they’re willing to hire a doctor to
do it for them.

The guy says his name is Doctor Zimmerman. It’s funny how
doctors and police officers never have a first name. They insist on
being called by a title. So desperate to be respected. So eager to
show dominance. This guy is nobody to me, why does he deserve my

respect?
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For an hour, the three of us sit on the couch across from him
as my mom exaggerates the terrible things I do. Calling me a loser. A
deviant. A druggie. Pleading with the doctor to help her troubled boy.
She’s done all she can. She’s given him everything. She’s the perfect
mother. How could this happen to her?

The doctor asks me about these things. I start to answer and
I’m interrupted by my mom, denying everything I say and calling me
a liar, so I sit silently for the rest of the session, arms crossed, refusing
to participate.

I guess this is my life now. Every Tuesday, school and therapy.
The rest of the time, I’m left to take care of myself. To be by myself,
without friends. Without family. Not a real family, at least.



QW’D C?Zw*o
THE OLD TOYOTA BARELY STARTS.

I load my backpack and suitcase into the bed of the truck as
my dad cranks the key in the ignition, pulling the choke knob in and
out until the engine comes to life. This truck is older than I am. Its red
paint is peeling at the edges, revealing the original olive-green finish.
The cold makes it harder to start and we’ll have to wait here in the
cold before the heater starts to work.

We ride, mostly in silence, through a dozen identical farm-
towns. Attempting to make awkward conversation as we rumble past
the strip of lighted fast-food marquees that is Bakersfield and up the
Grapevine. So much for ever seeing my friends again. I don’t want to
move and I don’t want to stay. I wish there was a third option. At least
I won’t have to spend every day living in fear. I get a five-day break
each week.

We exit the freeway at the Magic Mountain Parkway exit and
turn the opposite way from the amusement park. It’s late, but I can
hear the roar of the coasters in the distance. The exhilarated screams
of their passengers. I hope I get to go there while I’'m living here.
Maybe I could get a season pass.

The tiny, one-bedroom apartment is nearly bare inside. Nothing
hangs on the flat-white walls. It’s just a couch, a wooden table with
four matching chairs, a TV, and a bed in the other room. I’1l be sleeping

on the couch. Technically, we live in Canyon Country, but they call
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this whole area Santa Clarita. It’s like five towns, all mashed together.

Each day, my dad leaves for work at seven in the morning and
gets back around nine atnight. I’m left on my own. To do my homework,
he said. It only takes me one day to do all of my assignments for the
week. The rest of the time, I just pace restlessly around the empty
apartment or watch TV. I’'m not allowed to call any of my friends
back home. We don’t have cable or anything, so it’s just the network
channels that come in from LA. Television in other cities is always so
weird and foreign, but also the same. You don’t recognize any of the
local personalities, but they’re all saying and doing the same thing.
They play the same shows, but instead of coming on at six, syndicated
episodes of The Simpsons are on at seven. Watching TV out of town
kind of feels like peeing at another school.

By the time I get back to Evergreen on Tuesday, I’ve already
finished reading my history and Spanish textbooks. Not just the
chapters I was assigned — the entire book.

“That’s pretty impressive. You must really like these subjects,
eh?”

“Meh, not really. I'm just bored from being stuck in that
apartment all day. It’s either watch daytime TV or read my books.”

“I can let you take the final right now if you want. You could
test out of the freshman-level classes and start taking more advanced
classes right now.”

“Do I get full credit for these classes if I do that?”

“No, you’ll just get to do work that might be more interesting
and challenging.”

If that’s the case, why bother? I’ll just continue taking the

weekly tests with the information I already know. I borrow a few more
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books from the classroom to read on my own. I can get English credit
for recreational reading as long as I write a book report. Salinger,
Hemingway, Steinbeck. That should be enough to last me until next
week.

At the therapy appointment, we spend the first half doing
basically what we did last week. My mom complains about me and
laments her bad fortune as a mother while I sit, arms-crossed, looking
away, refusing to participate in the so-called discussion. For the second
half, the doctor asks my parents to wait outside, in the lobby, while he
talks to me privately.

“First, I want to let you know that everything you tell me in
here is just between us. Unless you say you’re going to hurt yourself
or someone else, I won’t share our conversation with anyone. You can
trust me.”

I sit, sunken into the plush, white sofa, with my arms still folded
over my chest, refusing to speak.

“You know, I can’t help you unless you tell me what’s going
on.”

“I don’t need your help.”

“Well, your family seems to think you do. Why do you think
that 1s?” I don’t respond. The clock on the wall ticks away in slow
motion. Eighteen-hundred seconds. That’s how long I stare at the
wall, refusing to make eye contact with this guy, until I can finally get
out of this disgusting place.

I hate eye contact. It hurts to look into someone else’s eyes.
All of their anger, pain and lies, they’re right there in the eyes for
everyone to see. If I can see this in everyone’s eyes, they must be able

to see it in mine. It would be nice if my parents would let me have
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sunglasses, so I could avoid having people look at my eyes.

For the next few weeks, it’s the same thing. Drive three hours
on Wednesday night. Finish all of my homework on Thursday. Sit by
myself in the apartment for four days, eating microwave dinners and
watching the same couple of movies on repeat when there’s nothing
good on TV. Drive three hours on Monday night. School, therapy,
repeat.

Roberta has started to let me do two weeks of assignments per
week, so I can catch up for the semester I failed. It still only takes
one day to get through everything. It isn’t hard to read a chapter and
regurgitate the information on the test. None of these classes teach
practical skills or critical thinking. Rote memorization and replication
is all it is. Same as it’s been since grade school. What good is learning
anything without also being taught how to apply it? Memorizing
names and dates in history is silly without knowing why people did
what they did. And don’t get me started on algebra.

Soon, my dad starts letting me go to work with him for part of
the day. Usually in the morning. We ride together to Mountasia and he
tells me I have to sit in the break room or back office and read or do
homework. Mostly, I sit at the break-room table with a book open in
front of me and eavesdrop on the employees as they come in and out,
gossiping about one another. For a half-hour or so, before he takes me
back to the apartment on his lunch break, I get to play arcade games.

My dad’s employees have started to notice me hanging around.
They call me “Little Mike”, because I look like a younger, skinnier
version of my dad. We even have the same haircut. People have always
made fun of me for being so skinny. It’s not like I don’t eat. I just don’t

gain weight. It doesn’t seem right, though, to make it taboo to say
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anything about the weight of a fat person, while everyone, including
teachers, parents, even fat people, can laugh about how thin I am and
it’s totally okay. The haircut is because my parents make me get it
done this way.

They’re all older than me, the employees. By at least two years.
Most of them are eighteen or nineteen. They actually talk to me. Not
in a way that feels like they’re judging me or trying to spy on me, but
because they’re actually interested in what I have to say. They ask
about my friends back home and what I like to do for fun. Nobody
tells me the things I like are stupid or a waste of time. Aside from
teasing me by calling me “Little Mike”, they don’t make fun of me or
call me names. Maybe it’s just because I’m the boss’ kid.

The assistant manager, Kim, is always extra nice to me. She
gives me candy and acts silly, like a teenager, even though she’s
twenty-four. Her husband is Phil, he works for CHP and drives a
Mustang. Her sister works at Rattler’s Restaurant. She says it funny,
though. “Rat-lers”. With a long pause between the syllables. She’s
obsessed with frogs. She has a frog tattoo on her shoulder and gives
me a necklace with two silver frogs on a little green ball. I know all
this because she tells me. It’s weird, being talked to like an adult.

Kim can tell I’'m bored with sitting in the office all the time,
so she asks my dad if I can go to lunch with her and some of the
other employees. Surprisingly, he actually lets me go. I’ve never been
allowed to do much on my own or with my friends. I wanted to go to
the fair this year, but I wasn’t allowed without parental supervision.
It’s not safe, they told me.

We go to Baja Fresh for giant burritos. I get the spicy beef, but
Kim and Lindsay get the black bean and vegetable burrito. They’re
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both vegetarians.

“Youmean like those weird hippies?” I ask, parroting something
I’ve heard since childhood, while I set little plastic cups of salsa on the
table in front of us.

They laugh and tell me not all vegetarians are hippies. Not
all hippies are vegetarians. For Kim and Lindsay, it’s about loving
animals. All animals, not just the ones people think are cute. They tell
me about the farms where the meat comes from and how the animals
are tortured and abused, kept in tiny cages, full of their own shit. They
tell me that the sick animals are ground up and fed to the healthy
animals. I didn’t know that I had a choice not to eat meat. I’ve always
been made to eat whatever my mom makes: microwave pizza, frozen
lasagna, chicken taquitos. I remember sitting at the table for hours one
night, refusing to eat the disgusting mush that was supposed to be taco
salad, not allowed to leave the table until I did. Soggy Fritos, black
olives, and oily ground-beef, drowned in ranch dressing. Just thinking
about it brings an awful taste to my mouth. It could be this burrito,
too, now that I know where it came from.

On Tuesday, after school, I tell my parents that I want to be a
vegetarian.

“Well, that’s stupid.”

“Why?”

“You have to eat meat to be healthy.”

“You don’t have to. Lots of people are vegetarians and they’re
healthy.”

“Humans are supposed to eat meat. That’s why we’re at the top
of the food chain.”

“That’s an antiquated way of thinking. We have so many
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options now compared to thousands of years ago. Agriculture.”

“I’m not going to make any special meals for you. You’ll eat
what we have and like it.”

“Kim and Lindsay are vegetarians, and they’re plenty healthy.”

“Kim! Kim! Kim! I’m sick of hearing about fucking Kim!” My
mom screeches. “Maybe you want her to be your mom instead?!”

“I wish.”

She slams my head into the kitchen cabinet and storms off to
her bedroom, whining something incoherent about how she doesn’t
deserve this. My dad smacks me in the back of the head and follows
her down the hall.

At therapy, my parents wait outside for the whole session while
the doctor pressures me repeatedly to confess everything to him. So
I do. I tell him about how I still like to smoke when I can. I tell him
about the daily physical and emotional abuse. I tell him how much I
hate my life. It would be a whole lot better for everyone, especially
me, if I’d never been born.

The next morning, my mom yanks me out of bed and drags
me across the floor. I think I’'m dreaming at first, then snap out of it to
realize she’s screaming at me, calling me a liar. She called Zimmerman
and he told her everything. She shoves a bar of soap in my mouth and
holds my chin, clamping my teeth around it. I gag. I’'m used to the
taste of soap, it’s been the standard, if not cliche, response to swearing
or taking the lord’s name in vain for as long as I can remember.

“How dare you tell people I’'m abusive!” she shouts, slapping
my face and sending the soap flying to the floor. “You’re going to go

back in there next week and you’re going to tell him you made it all
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up.

She starts sobbing, “Why do you make me do this to you?
I do everything for you. We give you everything. Why are you so
unappreciative?”

“You only give me things so you can take them away later
as punishment.” That’s earned me another slap across the face. Her
wedding ring cuts my temple and blood crawls down my cheek like a
viscous tear.

“You want to see punishment?” she says, gathering up my
game controllers and computer keyboard. Like I care. In a few more
hours, I’'m out of here for another week. I wonder who she takes her
psychotic rage out on when I’m gone. Probably my youngest brother.

He’s the most like me. I hope I never end up like my parents.



Chapter Cfive
GOING BACK IS JUST A WASTE OF TIME.

There’s no way I’m going to tell this doctor anything. Ever.
He prods at me to talk to him, assuring me that he’s just here to help.
Each time he asks a question, I respond with, “Why? So you can tell
my mom?” He says that since I’m a minor, my parents have a right
to be a part of my care. “Care” he calls it. Like anyone around here
cares about anybody but themselves. He can say whatever he wants,
it doesn’t change the fact that he lied to me and betrayed my trust. I
hate doctors. They never listen to me. Not like anyone could, with my
mom always shouting over anything I say. With all that education,
you’d think they could distinguish her fantastical tales from reality.
Most things, she just makes up for attention. It’s like she wants it to be
hard to be a parent. Some kind of demented competition.

Being a vegetarian is easier said than done. We don’t cook at
the apartment, so most days I have cereal for breakfast and fast-food
for lunch or dinner. My dad and I only take a break for one meal a
day, most of the time, now that he’s started letting me stay at work
for the whole shift, so long as my homework is finished. There’s a
McDonalds inside Mountasia. I get fries most days. They know me,
so they’ll make me a grilled cheese if I ask. Some days, Kim or Paul or
Brandon will offer to take me to lunch and we’ll go somewhere with
vegetarian options. Rattlers, where Kim’s sister works, is a barbecue

restaurant. When we go there, they’ll make us a big plate of veggies
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and baked potatoes. The meat does smell good, though.

Brandon is the DJ at the skating rink. Sometimes, we go across
the street for fries and milkshakes from Fosters. I’d never thought to
dip my fries in the shake until he showed me. From now on, this is the
only way I want to eat fries.

He knows I’m sick of sitting in the break room and invites me
back to his booth to learn how to work the equipment. On the rear wall
are tall, aluminum racks with different pieces of electronic gear, each
shining red or green with illuminated LED lights. He shows me how
each of the metal boxes in the rack operates a different light system.
They’re all controlled by a console at the front of the booth, looking
out over the polished wood floor. The console has controls for the
music, as well. Brandon teaches me how to cue up a song on one
deck, using the headphones, then mix it into the next song, creating
a seamless transition. It’s not like being a radio DJ. He doesn’t talk
between songs. In fact, he only uses the microphone to announce
birthdays, couples’ skates, or to alert the skate guards to any trouble.

He clicks on the microphone and, turning the clipboard around
from the counter in front of him, tells me to make a dedication for the
next song, pointing it out on the list with his pen.

“Th-this n-next song. This next song goes out to... Tiffany from,
uh, David,” I stammer.

“You’ll get it, man. Just keep practicing.” He pats me on the
back and I recoil. I guess it’s normal. Friendly touching. I’ve only
really seen it on TV and it seems so awkward. Like how they say
each other’s names all the time. In real life, nobody says your name
every time they speak to you. Most of the time, I only hear my name

when I’'m being yelled at. Just the sound of my name makes me
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uncomfortable.

Pointing toward the entrance, Brandon nudges me to look.
Coming around the corner, to our section, 1s Mark-Paul Gosselaar and
Alfonso Ribeiro. I’ve seen both of them on TV. In real life, they’re
much bigger. Not taller, but, like, more muscles. Especially Carlton.

“You should go over and introduce yourself,” Brandon tells
me, giving me a light shove toward the exit of the control booth.

“What? No way, man.”

“Seriously. They come in here all the time. They’re cool dudes.”

Still, I hide out in the DJ booth with Brandon. They’re a bit
old for this kind of place and neither of them do any skating. They
just hang out, over by the rows of orange lockers, chatting with the
random girls who ask for an autograph, before leaving the way they
came. I’1l talk to them next time they come in.

After work, Brandon, Tommy, and I play a game of roller
hockey on the rink while waiting for my dad to finish counting the
registers and doing the daily reports. I know how to skate some, but
I’ve never played hockey except by myself in the driveway. Brandon
says they play in a league next door, at the ice rink, and I should come
some time. I’'m definitely not good enough to play in a league. Plus,
he’s like twenty. Tommy isn’t so much a hockey player as a trick
skater. He shows off some of his moves, grinding the brick wall, doing
a flip, and even jumping over a vending machine.

After that day, I spend every day in the DJ booth, helping
Brandon cue tracks and work the lights. It’s nice that he has the same
days off, Tuesday and Wednesday. The girl that works the other two
shifts, Pam, isn’t so friendly and probably wouldn’t want to share the

little space with me all day. When I’m not in the booth, I’1l get a pair
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of skates and circle the floor with Tommy, Lindsay, and Tawny, the
three skate guards. It doesn’t take long to become a good skater when
you do it every day. I get a P.E. credit if I skate for at least five hours
a week. I’m doing that much in a day.

My new friends start inviting me out after work. At first it’s
hard to talk my dad into it, but in the end, I’'m sure he’d rather I wasn’t
hanging out at his job for fourteen hours a day. When the owners
randomly stop by, I have to hide out in the break room before they see
me working.

Some nights, the whole group of us, whoever doesn’t have to
work, will go bowling and then out to Denny’s or IHOP. Other days,
I might just go hang out with Brandon at his place and shoot pool.
Once, even, he and Tommy took me to a head shop. That was pretty
cool. Their friend runs the place, so he let me in, even though I’'m
not eighteen. I just wasn’t allowed to buy anything. I wanted to get
this poster of Pink Floyd album covers painted on the backs of girls
around a pool, but they said I couldn’t make any purchases — not just
pipes and bongs.

Even at work, we have a lot of fun. Sneaking around like ninjas
with the cans of liquid nitrogen that the janitors use for removing gum
from the carpet, trying to spray each other. Or, when we can’t get
those, popping one another with wet towels. The game gets more and
more elaborate, fraying the ends of our towels and tying little knots in
them so it’1l sting more.

It’s six o’clock on a Thursday when the day shift leaves and
the night shift comes on. Tawny is getting off and offers to take me
home if [ don’t want to hang out here all night. Weeknights are dead

here. Only three skaters on the floor. My choices are to sit here and do
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nothing or to go back to the apartment and do nothing.

I climb into the front seat of her lifted Chevy pickup and turn
to look at her as she unties the bun, letting her long, golden hair down
around her shoulders. She takes off the black-and-white striped referee
shirt that all skate guards wear, revealing a wide, purple sports-bra.
Her shoulders and back have not one distinguishing mark. No moles.
No freckles. No scars.

Turning out of the parking lot, the truck barely acknowledges
the speed bumps. We cross the railroad tracks and make a right on the
main road.

“Do you live by the school?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen the school. We just go back and
forth to Mountasia.”

“Okay. I’ll show you where we go to school.” She means her,
Lindsay, Tommy, and whoever else lives on this side of the Santa
Clarita area. There’s another high school in Saugus for the kids that
live closer to the freeway.

Turns out, I do live near the school. At the street before mine,
she turns left and then, in another block, right, into a parking lot. It’s
nothing like the school I go to. The school I used to go to. These are
wide, multi-story buildings of brick and concrete, situated right next
to each other. No fifteen-minute walks in the rain between classes
here. I wonder what they do with all their free time.

Tawny parks the truck and turns the lights off. “I like you,” she
says, turning to face me.

“Thanks. I like you, t0o.”

“Do you like, like me?”

“Um, yeah, I guess.”
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“Okay, good,” she says, sliding across the bench seat until she’s
right next to me. She climbs on top of me, straddling my legs to face
me. She kisses me and I kiss her back. We make out until my tongue
hurts. She tastes like cherry chapstick and mint gum. When I take a
break for air, she climbs off of me, sitting beside me, using one hand
to unzip my pants. [’ve had a hard-on since she took her shirt off, back
in the last parking lot. She leans across the seat and puts her head in
my lap, putting my erection into her mouth and moving her head up
and down until, eventually, I release my load and she swallows. I’ve
never had a blowjob before. I think I like it better than sex. Not that I
know much about that, either.

I offer to return the favor, but she says she’s fine and starts
the truck. Whew. I wouldn’t know what to do, anyway. Do I put my
tongue inside of her? Maybe I should ask her to show me. Or, at least,
explain it.

The next day, she’s acting kinda weird. Lindsay and Tommy
are giving me funny looks, too. Smiling and giggling as they all look
at me from behind the skate rental counter. What the hell is going on?
When Lindsay and Tawny go on break, Tommy tells me that Tawny
told them all what happened last night. Shit. If my parents find out,
I’m fucked. Who knows where they’ll send me next. Tommy says it’s
cool, only the three of them know and they won’t say anything. When
the girls get back from break, he and I sneak off to the parking lot to
hide behind his truck and smoke a cigarette. Everyone here smokes,
but most of them, like me, try to hide it.

We come through the back door of the arcade to find my dad
looking for me. Crap, [ haven’t been able to wash my hands and squirt

some cologne yet. If he does smell the smoke on me, he doesn’t say
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anything.

“Hey, we’re leaving early, c’mon.”

I gather my backpack and work shirt from the DJ booth and
meet him out at the old Toyota pickup. When we get to the main road,
he turns left, the opposite of the way we’d normally go to get back
to the apartment. He turns onto the road by Brandon’s house and we
continue through the neighborhood, stopping in front of a big, two-
story house with a green yard and a sign out front.

“What do you think of this place?”” He asks me.

“Umm, it’s fine, | guess. For what?”

“For us. Would you want to move into a place like this?”

“Yes. It would be nice to have my own bed again. Is everyone
else moving down here?”

“Well, if you and I can find the right place, we should be able
to move everyone this summer, when school is out.”

I mean, I’d rather it was just my dad and I, but if it’s a choice
between living here, where I have real friends and fun things to do, or
going back to Coarsegold, I’d definitely rather be here. I could even
go back to regular school next year. The same school as my friends,
even though most of them are seniors already.

We collect some of those magazines with the real estate ads to
take back with us this week. In the end, it’ll be up to my mom which
house we get. She’s the one always looking to find herself some kind
of status-symbol. New house, new car, overpriced clothes. Sofas or
towels or dishes that nobody is allowed to use. I just want to leave all
of these terrible memories behind.

On the way up our street, the one that leads from my old bus

stop to our house, we pass the little blue Pinto going the opposite
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direction.

“Hey, there’s Jim,” I say, pointing.

When we get back to the house, my dad tells us all to go to our
rooms. He and my mom go into their bedroom and lock the door. My
brother and I can’t tell what’s going on. Muffled shouting. My dad is
saying that their whole marriage is a lie. My mom is crying. An hour
or more goes by and we hear the bedroom door click open.

“Kids, get out here! Get your stuff, let’s go!”

“You guys don’t have to go with her,” my dad says. Are we
actually expected to make a choice? Our whole lives, we’ve been
trained not to think or feel for ourselves and now they are telling us to
decide which parent to go with. Nobody even knows what the hell is
going on.

I grab the phone from the kitchen counter and run outside,
quickly punching in the number for my friend, Corey, and sending his
pager our secret ‘911° code. He’ll be here in a few minutes. They’re
still shouting inside. Arguing over who is taking the kids. My brother
and sister are crying. I go down the back side of the hill, avoiding the
driveway and the view from the front windows, and wait by the side
of the road until I hear the roar of the old Ford Maverick coming down
the road.

As I’m getting in the front seat, Corey looks at me, trying to
figure out what the emergency is. He flips open his pack Marlboros
and offers me one. With a shaking hand, I take one out and light it,
passing the lighter back to him. After a deep drag, I start to cry. I sob
my way through the whole story. I’ve never told anyone what my
family is really like, always pretending to have a normal life, like my

friends.
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We hang around Corey’s house for most of the day and a good
part of the evening until I decide I’d better go home and get my beating
for taking off. It’ll only be worse, the longer I stay.

When we pull up the driveway, my parents are standing out
front, watching. I tell Corey he’d better just drop me off and go. |
don’t know what to expect.

“Yeah, you better run, pussy!” my mom yells at him as he backs
out. She picks a pinecone up from the driveway and hurls it at his car.

“Geez, stop harassing my friends.”

“Your friends are losers. They’ll never be there for you. The
only people who will ever be there for you are your family. Get your
ass inside.”

I go to my room and wait. It won’t be long now before I’'m
being attacked, screamed at and called a loser-piece-of-shit. But the
door never opens. There is no punishment. Nothing that happened that

day is ever mentioned again.
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THE VAN SHUDDERS TO A HALT.

It’s been nearly six hours since we left the apartment. Our
annual family vacation. It’s what we do when school gets out for the
summer. That’s one way to ruin the best part of the year. Too many
people in too small a space for too much time. Everyone is hot and
uncomfortable in the van. It isn’t much better when we get to the stufty
hotel room. Six people sharing one double room. I’d rather just be at
home. At least then, I’d get my own bed. Used to be, when my brother
and sister were babies, my parents would go on vacation a couple of
times per year and we’d stay home while my aunt or grandma would
watch us. If I was lucky, they’d split us up and have each of us stay
with a different relative for the week. When my grandpa was alive,
that was my favorite place to stay. We’d eat sugar cereal and stay up
late, watching TV until it went off the air. After that, I guess, I liked to
stay with my aunt, Trudy. But that was before all the drama with my
cousin getting pregnant. Maybe they’re running out of places to send
us.

The Stratosphere is one of the big hotels on the Vegas strip.
From the outside, it looks like the Space Needle. Inside, it’s just like
every other hotel. Mystery stains on the carpet in the middle of the
room. Windows that don’t open. Blankets that are somehow scratchy
and silken at the same time. The rooms aren’t even in the tower.
They’re in a smaller building, next door.

After dinner, my mom wants to visit the casino downstairs
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while my dad gets my younger siblings ready for bed. I want to check
out the casino, too, so I go with her. I’ve never seen a casino before.

“Does your dad spend a lot of time with Kim?” she asks me in
the elevator as the doors close.

“No, not any more than any other manager.”

“Admit it, he’s having an affair with her.”

“What? That’s ridiculous. I spend more time with Kim than he
does.”

“You’re just lying to protect him.”

When the doors open for us to exit, she pushes me into the side
of the doorway as we’re walking out. She tells me I can only walk on
the abstract-patterned carpet of the aisle and I’'m not allowed to step
foot on the red carpet that covers most of the ground floor or they’ll
arrest me.

“Stay where I can see you,” she says, walking to a nearby slot
machine and ordering a drink from the waitress in the black mini-skirt.
I pace up and down the aisle between the elevator and the theater,
looking at the flashing machines, listening to the clanging bells, the
shouts coming from the crowds gathered around the tables. It’s all
overwhelming.

I wave to get my mom’s attention, but she’s too involved in the
ritual of inserting a quarter into the slot and pulling the lever between
drinks. I could go hang out in the arcade and watch people play games.
I’d have to let her know where I was going or she’d have the whole
metropolitan police force looking for me. Since there’s nothing for me
to do here, I go back up to the room. I don’t know why people think

Las Vegas is so great.
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The next day, on our way to Arizona, we stop by the Malibu
Grand Prix to visit my dad’s friend, Jeff. They used to work together at
the Malibu in Fresno before that company bought everything up and
moved Jeff to Nevada. It’s early and they haven’t opened yet, so we
don’t get to try out the four different go-kart tracks, but Jeft turns on
the power to the arcade so we can play games while my parents hang
out with him by the snack bar.

I’m not even through my first handful of tokens before we
have to pile back into the van and get on the southbound freeway.
Fortunately, our next stop is only an hour away. Any amount of time
in a van with a six-, eight-, and eleven-year-old is too long. With
my headphones on, I stare out the window at the signs for roadside
casino-motels and gas stations advertising loose slots. Loose slots,
that’s funny.

We park across the road from the massive concrete structure
that spans the gap between two rocky cliffs and continues down
hundreds of feet, disappearing into the river below. It looks like any
other bridge from on top, except that it curves in an arc. Looking
down, I imagine what it would feel like to jump down into the river,
feeling the exhilaration of the wind rushing past before I hit the water
below.

Inside, it’s less interesting. Rows of turbines, each the size of a
house, whir loudly as we walk by. The tour guide tells us that enough
water can flow through the giant pipes to fill fifteen swimming pools
in just one second. That seems like a lot to me, even for a place this
big. Most of what he says, [ can’t hear over the deafening hum of the
equipment.

The most interesting thing I learn, while flipping through books
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in the gift shop, is about the father and son who both died working on
the dam. The strange coincidence is that the father was the first person
to die working on the dam and the son was the last. They died on the
same day, thirteen years apart. About a hundred people died between
the two. If my dad died by getting run over by a go-kart, for example,
I’d probably find a new place to work.

The next leg of the drive is about four hours. Five with bathroom
stops. When we finally get to the hotel, it’s nearly dark outside. A few
buildings over is an IMAX theater. The movie we see there isn’t like a
regular movie. There aren’t actors or special effects. It’s just an hour-
long video of the Grand Canyon with a narrator talking over it.

Back at the room, I race to claim my place in a bed before my
brothers. I’'m going to be stuck sharing with one of them either way.
Better than the floor, I guess. In the little corridor, next to the bathroom
door, my dad is on the phone. He’s been calling in to Mountasia
every day to make sure the other managers have things under control.
Otherwise, everyone has been restricted access to the phone, so we
can spend more “quality time” together as a family. Barf.

My dad hangs up the phone and nods to my mom. She announces
that they have big news and my dad tells us to gather together on the
bed.

“Your dad just got a new job in Oakhurst, so he’s going to be
moving back home.”

“Yay! When, Dad?” my brother shouts, excitedly.

“In two weeks. When we get back, your brother and I will start
packing.”

While the rest of them are busy planning their future, I decide

to sleep in the back of the van. It’s hot out here, even with the windows
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open, but I’d rather be alone. This sucks. Just when I was getting used
to the way things are. I finally have friends and I like the place we
live. Now I have to leave everything behind. Again. Twice in one year.
What was the point in shopping for houses if we were just going to
move back? He didn’t even tell me he was looking for a new job.

[ don’t care much to look at the Grand Canyon the next morning.
I’m still pissed off about last night. Plus, I already saw the movie. It’s
a giant hole in the ground. Big deal.

“Smile,” my mom says in my ear, yanking the back of my hair
as some stranger points a camera at us and tells us to ‘say cheese’.

“You always ruin everything. Can’t you be part of this family
for one picture? For me?” This is about the fiftieth picture they’ve
made me pose for so far. I don’t know how to fake smile. I’ve been
trying all my life. Every birthday, holiday, school picture, I try to
smile. It doesn’t look real. Not to me. Not when I look at the picture
later. And it doesn’t feel right when I do it. Being shamed and berated
for it doesn’t help.

In the van, I crank up the music in my headphones to drown
out my family’s enlivened shouting about my dad’s new job. Even my
mom seems happy for once. I press my head against the window and
watch the brown hills and tumbleweed whiz by, trying to suppress my
tears. Like always, I don’t get a say in anything.

“Hey, you should be happy, we’re having fun,” my mom says,
pulling one of my earphones away from my head. I place it back out
over my ear and resume staring out the window.

“You need to fix your attitude, mister. We’re not spending all of
this money on a vacation for you to ruin it for us!” I don’t look at her.

There’s nothing I could say to contribute to their merriment. It’s not
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like I asked to go on vacation. I just want to get back and spend what
little time I have left with my friends before I never see them again.

Exiting the freeway, we stop at the next Malibu Grand Prix.
This one is run by Bill, a loud, gregarious, mustachioed guy who used
to work with my dad. Unlike the one in Las Vegas, this location is more
like the one in Fresno. It has a big game room and just the one race
track outside for Virage and Road Runner cars. I’'m not technically
allowed to drive the big cars, since I don’t have my license, but Bill
lets me take a couple laps anyway. I’ve been driving these cars since
I could reach the pedals.

They want to celebrate my dad’s new job, so for dinner, we go
to the Hard Rock Cafe with Bill. I should be more excited to be here.
I’m the only one in my family who really has any interest in music.
Actually, I don’t know why my family would want to go to a place
like this at all. My friend, Corey, taught me a couple of songs on his
guitar and, sometimes, I’ll plunk out some notes on the old piano in
our living room. I wrote a couple things on the piano. I don’t know
if they’re songs or what, just patterns I’ve memorized. We’ve had the
old upright piano in our living room for as long as I can remember, but
as far as [ know, I’m the first one to play it.

After finishing my cheeseburger, I get up from the table and
wander around the room by myself, reading the placard next to each
instrument or costume. I’ve never heard of most of these guys — Jimi
Hendrix, Stevie Ray Vaughn, Prince. I like their clothes, though. I’1l
have to look them up when I get home. They have Michael Jackson’s
red jacket. I recognize that from the Thriller video. Moonwalker was
one of my favorite movies when I was little. That would be a cool

movie for them to show in IMAX.
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THAT”S THE LAST OF IT.

My dad shoves the brass lamp on top of the pile in the bed of the
white pickup and I swing the camper shell closed and turn the knobs
on either side of the back window to latch it. My grandpa bought
this truck for himself as a retirement present after driving the same
battered old army jeep for over twenty years. He and my grandma
were going to road-trip the country in it. He died a week before his
retirement. That was a couple of years ago, but I still remember that
night like it just happened.

My aunt was visiting with her kids. She’s my godmother, but I
call her my aunt. However, I don’t call her kids my cousins. My mom
tells us to call all of her friends “aunt” and “uncle”. It’s super weird.
Dozens of so-called aunts and uncles have come in and out of my life.

My brother and I were in my room, watching a movie with my
godmother’s two older boys when my dad came in, ordering me to
stand up and telling the visitors to leave the room. I suspected I was
in trouble for hiding a giant cookie in the linen closet. I had baked
cookies for everyone earlier that evening and made an extra-large
chocolate-chip cookie for myself. I had to stash it until everyone went
to bed so the other kids wouldn’t cry about not getting a giant cookie,
too.

I thought my dad was lying when he told me my grandpa was

dead. He wasn’t even sick. It took about an hour to drive to Clovis.
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That’s where he lives, my grandpa. Or lived. I hugged my grandma
and told her “I’m sorry,” even though I didn’t know what I was sorry
for. It wasn’t my fault. This was all a big prank, anyway.

I sat on the scratchy loveseat for hours, almost until the sun
came up, while my grandma and mom cried and my dad stood on
the back patio by himself, staring at the night sky. Any minute, my
grandpa was going to burst through the front door, laughing his ass
off. And they’re all in on it. This is just the kind of thing they’d think
would be funny.

When my aunt — my dad’s sister, not my godmother —
announced she wouldn’t be going to the funeral, I told my parents I
didn’t want to go either, but they said I had to. “It’s what family does.”
My other grandpa died when I was ten. All I can remember about his
funeral is staring at the moles and purple blotches on top of his bald
head while we sat in the special section of the funeral parlor reserved
for immediate family. I don’t see any reason to get all dressed up
and sit in a creepy room while people read from the Bible and cry. It
doesn’t make sense why you’d want the last memory of someone to
be their cold, gray corpse on display in front of a gaudy monument to
superstition.

On the way back to the party, or reception, or whatever they call
it, I hid my head behind my dad’s suit jacket that was hanging from
the little hook on the window. If it were a joke, they would have said
something by now. I finally cried, for real, as I pressed my forehead as
hard as I could against the glass. Hard enough that I thought I might
break it.

It’s the same way I’'m pressing my head against the window

now. Staring out from my grandpa’s white Chevy pickup, only two-
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thousand miles on the odometer. We wait at the stoplight to turn. The
fifty-foot Marlboro man looks down on me from above, seeming to
give a nod. This will be the last time we see each other. I don’t want
my dad to see that I’'m crying, so I try to avoid sniffling or wiping my
eyes. It’s all for the best, he’ll say. Family needs to stick together, he’ll
tell me. Be a man and move on with your life. That’s what he’ll say.

My vision blurs through the welling tears as we pass Rattler’s,
where Kim’s sister works. We don’t change lanes for our usual turn as
the Mountasia sign, illuminated day and night, disappears to our left.
The 76 station with the TVs in the gas pumps. Baja Fresh, the Valencia
mall, the old speedway, damaged beyond repair in the last earthquake.
I’ve looked forward to seeing these landmarks every week, only in
reverse, for the last several months. They promised I could visit,
but it’ll be another two years before I get my license and, even then,
there’s no way my parents will let me make the trip by myself.

The automatic transmission shifts down and the engine roars as
we haul our load of dishes and furniture up the on-ramp, passing the
lights of Magic Mountain for the last time. Freeway fades to darkness
as we climb the Grapevine. My forehead hurts from being pressed

against the glass so hard, so long, but I have no desire to move.

My parents have decided, they tell me, since I’'m doing so well,
I’m going to stay at Evergreen for another year instead of going back
to regular school. I’ve caught up on everything from freshman year
and, over the summer, I can start doing classes for sophomore year.

“You can’t just be hanging around the house, playing video
games like some loser,” my mom says. She was never around for the

fourteen or sixteen-hour days I’d spent working at Mountasia. Helping
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out wherever it got busy. Let’s see her do a full day’s work without
taking a break to drink wine or gossip on the phone. Roberta is letting
me take twelve classes this semester instead of the usual seven, so I’ll
technically be ahead, but it still doesn’t take me more than a day or
two to do my homework each week. In all her eloquence, my mom
has a point, I should find something to do with all this free time.

Corey graduated this year. He’s going to business school at
night and, during the day, working at the new Taco Bell Express
they’re building inside the Coarsegold gas station. The one my mom
always says she’s going to at night. They have a lot of high school
kids for the night shift, he tells me, but nobody who will work day
shift for minimum wage. He’ll even give me a ride on the days we
work together if | take the job.

Inside, when Corey takes me to meet the boss, it doesn’t look
anything like a Taco Bell. Lumber and tools are piled everywhere.
In the corner are two towering, stainless-steel cabinets, wrapped in
plastic and flanked on either side by cardboard boxes, stacked to the
ceiling.

“Hey, nice to meet you,” Mike says, shaking my hand as he
rushes from the office to the opposite side of the building to shout at
the contractors. His palm is nearly as sweaty as his forehead. “When
can you start?”

“Immediately.” My rehearsed reply. He takes my response
at face value and tells Corey and I to unpack the boxes and wash
everything in the three-bay, metal sink that he’s prepared with hot
water on the left and a sanitizing bath on the right. The middle sink is
empty and has a sprayer nozzle hanging above it.

For the rest of the afternoon, we scrub brand-new plastic trays
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and bins made of stainless steel. Everything here is made of the stuff
except for the serving trays. It’s like someone crushed a DeLorean and
repurposed it to house beans and rice. I can’t say this is anywhere near
as fun as working at a roller-rink arcade, but at least I have a friend to
keep me company.

When you don’t have a car, you spend a lot of time waiting.
Since my dad works in Oakhurst now, I ride up with him on Tuesdays
and he drops me off at school. I still have my usual one-hour
appointment with Roberta at ten, but the rest of the day, I just hang out
in the portable classroom-trailer that serves as the entire school and
do homework. My ride home will be when my dad gets off work ten
hours later. There are about thirty students at this school. Never at the
same time. We each have our hour appointment and that’s it. But since
I’m hanging around more, Roberta allows me to write up a monthly
school paper, just a couple of pages, for journalism credit.

On the days I work, he drops me off outside the gas station at
seven-thirty and I hang out in the parking lot until my shift starts at
ten, smoking cigarettes in the drive thru, where I can’t be seen from
the road. It’s a lot easier to get cigarettes now. Corey and a couple
of the other employees are over eighteen, so I just have them buy
me a pack whenever we work together. Last night, I found a box of
Swisher Sweets, but were actually Marlboro lights inside the box, in
my mom’s leather jacket that she left in the back of the car, so I swiped
a couple of those. I’ll have to make them last until Corey gets here in a
couple hours. Sometimes, Mike will put me to work early, having me
scrub the toilets or pressure wash the concrete around the gas pumps.
It sucks, but it’s better than sitting around, doing nothing. I managed

to get a work permit for twenty-four hours per week, instead of the
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usual sixteen allowed for students my age. Now, if only Mike would
schedule me for three eight-hour days instead of five half-shifts. He
seems to be okay doing it for the older people who work here, but
none of the teenagers. We all have to work four-hour shifts. This way
he doesn’t have to give us a lunch break or insurance.

About half of the people who work here, now that we’re open
for business, I know from school. Some of them, like Dustin, I’ve
known since we were little kids. This one guy, John, he’s a senior and
lives down the street from Corey, decided he’s our boss and likes to
spend his time giving the rest of us cleaning tasks while he works the
counter or drive-thru headset. He’s cool, though. We’ve made up porn
names for everyone in case we ever need to make an adult film at Taco
Bell. John Bellgrande, Travis Bigbeef, Susan Sourcream, Double-
Decker Denise. Everyone got one, even Loose Lois, the eighty-year-
old woman who works the register in the morning.

My mom stops by several times per day. To get gas or for a
coffee, she always says. Or she’s on her way to Oakhurst to see my
dad. A few times, I’ve seen her parked up on the hill across the street,
by the post office. She can see the back parking lot of Taco Bell from
there, where we all go to smoke on our breaks.

There’s a window in the kitchen that looks out onto the highway.
I watch from behind its bars when my mom leaves to make sure she’s
actually gone before sneaking out to the back and squatting behind the
dumpster for a smoke. If there aren’t any customers, I can hide in the
drive thru, but when someone drives up, I have to evacuate into the
area where she can see.

“That’s pretty weird, dude,” Corey tells me as we’re scooping

ground meat-product into crunchy corn shells one day.
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“Yeah, man. Welcome to my life.”

“Where is she always going?”

“No idea. She says she’s getting gas.”

“Yeah, but when she leaves, she goes the opposite way from
your house.”

“Well, sometimes, she goes up to the post office to spy on me.”

“I thought those Geos were supposed to get good gas mileage.”

He’s seen her car up there on the hill a couple times, too, but
we decide it’s not every day that she goes to the post office when
she leaves. The next time Corey has a day off, he waits in his car
in the parking lot for her to show up. As usual, she arrives a couple
hours into my shift. I keep my head down, trying not to acknowledge
her. Whenever she comes over here, she’ll say something to try to
embarrass me in front of my coworkers. I'm working the line, so I’'m
able to keep my back turned, but I hear her shrill voice at the register in
the front of the mini-mart, shouting at the old man behind the counter.
He’s old, not deaf.

When I see the blue two-door pass by on the highway, I tell
John that I’'m taking my break and run outside, where Corey already
has his car started. A halloween-orange muscle car with black racing
stripes is hard to hide, so we keep a few cars between us as we follow
my mom north on the two-lane road. She disappears behind the rocky
outcroppings at each bend and I keep a vigilant eye on the side roads
to make sure she doesn’t turn off somewhere.

Luckily for us and our amateur sleuthing, she only travels about
two miles before pulling into the weather-beaten roadside motel that’s
been converted into cheap apartments. This is where Jim lives. We

pass by and continue up the highway as she swerves into the parking
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spot next to his old, blue beater. At the next road, Corey exits the
highway and turns around, heading south. Passing by a second time,
I can see the door to the crummy motel-room apartment open and my
mom disappear inside.

“You want to stop and say something?”

“Nah, I only have ten minutes for my break.”



Chapter € ight
“DON"T TOUCH ANYTHING.”

We pull in between an ambulance and a fire engine and
Larry gets out of the SUV. “C’mon, let’s move.”

By the time we arrive at the scene, they’ve already taken the
driver out of the Ford Bronco. He’s on his way to the hospital. The
rescue crews leave the other two passengers where they are as they
connect the cables around the axles of the inverted vehicle. The guy
in the front seat wasn’t wearing a seat belt. He was thrown from the
Bronco when it went off the road, being pinned between the tree and
the frame of the old Ford. There isn’t anything left of his head. Just a
three-hundred-pound torso, left dangling from the branches.

In the back seat, the woman is still fastened in by her lap belt.
It held her in place when the drive-shaft broke and thrust its way
through her abdomen and into the seat behind her. Her head bobs
around violently as the tow-truck winch rights the vehicle and drags
it back to the road.

“If you can handle this, you can handle anything,” Larry tells
me. This is my first ride-along. Only the second call we’ve been on
tonight. Roberta convinced me to sign up for the Sherift’s Explorers for
extra credit. It’s like a police cadet program for high school students.
They meet once a week, on Tuesdays, at the high school, so I can
walk there from Evergreen. If I do enough ride-along hours, Roberta

will give me a criminology credit. Larry is the deputy in charge of the
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explorers.

The next weekend, I ride another shift in the front seat of
Larry’s patrol car. We get a call for an abandoned vehicle matching the
description of one owned by a recent missing person. The crumbling
maroon Camry is parked, locked and empty, on the side of the road
next to a ranch. A few hundred feet from the road, the flat expanse of
tall grass disappears into a creek bed, lined with eucalyptus. It reminds
me of the creek I would sneak off to at lunch last year.

“Let’s check it out,” Larry says and I get out of the patrol
vehicle and follow him across the field. As soon as I can see over the
ridge, the old man comes into view. He’s splayed out in the damp
grass, a shotgun cradled in his lap. His face doesn’t look like a regular
face. It looks kinda like one of those Richard Nixon masks that bank
robbers use in the movies. He’s been missing for five days and it’s
been raining all week, so this must be what happens to a body in the
rain. I’ve only seen four bodies before. The two from the car accident
and my grandpas. None of them looked like this.

Uncrumpling a plastic bag and handing me a pair of blue latex
gloves, Larry tells me to start collecting the bits of brain and skull
from the side of the hill behind the old man while he takes photos.
Before I’'m finished, the guy from Jay Chapel shows up in a white
hearse and slides a gurney from the back.

“We’re not going to be able to use that. Get a board,” Larry
calls to him from our position away from the road. The man slides
the gurney back into his car and brings us a yellow-and-black vinyl
bag. Together, the three of us roll the old man into the bag, spilling the
remainder of his brain onto the ground, and zip the top. I slip several

times, trying to help carry him up the wet hillside, soaking the knees
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of my forest-green pants with mud. These new boots don’t give much
traction.

Back at the road, the family of the old man have arrived and
are shouting and crying, wanting to see the body. Larry tells them
they’ll have to wait until we get him back to the funeral home. The
Jay Chapel hearse drives off with the family following close behind.
With the tow-truck en route, here’s nothing for us to do there. Larry
pulls out onto the road while I radio in to dispatch that we’re available
for traffic.

“You ever think about doing that?”

“Shooting myself? Well, I don’t have a gun.” Whenever I’ve
thought about suicide, I imagine cutting my wrists or hanging myself.
I’m not sure where. Off a tree in the backyard, maybe.

“You’d probably shoot yourself in the chest, so your mom
could have an open casket funeral.”

That doesn’t make any sense to me. I don’t care what happens
to my body when I die. A funeral is just a waste of money. Cemeteries
taking up space that could be used for something more productive.
I mean, if they wanted to have a funeral for me, what am I going to
say about it? I’'m dead. Hopefully, they’d have more sense than that,
though. My dad would, but it wouldn’t be up to him.

When Larry drops me off at home in the evening, my mom is
cooking hamburger meat on the stove. Hopefully not for her famous
taco salad again.

“Hey, you know what that looks like?”” I ask, as she dumps a
packet of McCormick’s taco seasoning on top of the frozen block of
meat.

“No, what?”
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“Brains,” I tell her, sharing with her the excitement I had on my
ride-along today.

“That’s gross. I don’t want to hear that. You’re just a kid. They
shouldn’t be showing you that kind of stuff.”

“That’s the way things are in the real world. People die. It’s
just part of life.” I admire the old man. According to his family, he
was lonely, living alone for the last nine years since his wife died. He
recently had to retire from his job because of his age. With nothing
to do and nobody to love, it makes sense that he would want to kill
himself.

“Well, I don’t like it. I’'m going to tell Larry not to take you on
calls like that anymore.”

“Jesus Christ, Mom, that’s the way it works. He can’t pick and
choose what calls to go on.” The wooden spoon makes a loud crack
against my cheekbone, sending raw hamburger and dry seasoning into
my eye.

“Don’t you use the lord’s name in vain! You will honor thy

",

mother and father. Especially thy mother!” she screams in my face.
It’s not like we even go to church except on Christmas and Easter. I
don’t even go to those anymore. Not after the last time.

I must have been around eleven. Some rodeo cowboy was
giving a speech at the church about how Jesus made him so successful
in life and they made a big deal about me going. I refused, as long as
I could, until I was beaten into submission and carried out to the van,
still protesting. We sat in the back of the garish church, since I made
them arrive late, and I cried to myself the whole time, never listening
to a thing the guy had to say. After that, they never made me go to

church again. Too embarrassing for my mom. If there’s one thing she
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hates more than being a mother, it’s having other people think she’s
bad at it.

Larry and I had some Chinese food earlier, so it’s no loss to
me when I go to bed early, without having dinner. I’d rather sit in my
room, alone, and read a book than try to choke down some unpalatable
combination of frozen meat and boxed noodles while being told what

a pathetic loser I am for the millionth time.

“Hey, we should start a band,” Corey says, turning down the
radio, when he picks me up for work the next morning in the rumbling
Maverick.

“Yeah, that would be cool. But I don’t know how to play.”

“I’1l teach you. It’s easy. You play guitar, I’ll play drums, and
we’ll get John to play bass.”

“John plays bass?”

“No. We’ll have to teach him,” he laughs.

I’ve been doing such a great job, Mike tells me, that he’s making
me shift supervisor. There are only three employees on the day shift,
so there’s not a lot to supervise. Basically, when a cashier needs an
override on the register, I’ll use my key-card instead of fetching Mike
from the office. I get a twenty-five-cent per hour raise and instead of
paying half-price for my meals, I get them for free. The rest of the
time, [ work the line, same as always.

Working the line is better anyway. I’m the fastest in the store
and make almost no mistakes. But standing at the register while
people hem-and-haw over the menu makes me impatient. Not like I
have anywhere to be.

Inside the walk-in refrigerator, Mike has installed a gate to
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separate the Taco Bell supplies from the convenience store supplies.
Namely, the alcohol. Corey’s figured out, though, by loosening a bolt
on the hinge side of the gate, we can get it open just enough to grab
a twelve-pack. Cheap, domestic stuff is in the section within reach,
which is fine, because we pretty much drink whatever. [ still think it’s
gross, but I guess it’s better in good company.

Once we get the beer, though, we can’t just walk it out the back
door. One of the old ladies who works the register at the convenience
store will see us. Or my mom, watching from across the street,
probably.

We’ve figured out two ways to smuggle it out. The first is to
throw it in the trash. Then, at the end of the night, before we go home,
someone just has to jump in the dumpster to fish it out. Not ideal, so
if we have the option, we prefer plan number two: have a friend come
through the drive-thru and pass it through the window. Then, we just
meet up later and drink together.

Being in a band would be cool, though. A good reason to escape
my house a couple times a week. I’m definitely not cool now —maybe
this would help me fit in better.

When we get off early enough, Corey and I hang out in his
basement, plunking away on his step-dad’s Stratocaster or Washburn.
So far, I’ve learned ‘Smoke on the Water’, ‘Come As You Are’, and
‘All Apologies’. He’s a pretty good guitar player, but says he’d rather
be a drummer.

On Friday, after my mom has sufficiently interrogated his mom
on the phone, I get permission to stay the night at Corey’s. Usually, I
have to be home before eight o’clock. That’s when I’'m allowed out of

the house at all. Corey’s mom says I can stay the whole weekend if 1
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want. She’ll be home the entire time.

We stay up all night, writing software to convert numerical text
messages into text and playing guitar. Corey’s parents don’t mind us
smoking weed or making margaritas in their kitchen as long as we
make them a pitcher. I almost throw up when I swallow the warm shot
of tequila. Mixed with the strawberry stuft in the blender, it’s not so
bad, but by itself, worse than beer.

“Hey, I have an idea,” Corey says, sometime around three in
the morning. “Let’s hike Half Dome!”

“What? Seriously?”

“Yeah! Right now. Let’s pack a lunch and go.”

We raid the kitchen for trail mix and lunch meat, shoving them
into our backpacks, along with our jackets. In Oakhurst, we find the
one store that’s open twenty-four hours and stock up on cigarettes and
canned soda. We’re in Yosemite before sunrise, finding parking right
in front of the trailhead.

A couple hours into our adventure, we decide to stop for a
smoke and some Nutri-Grain cereal bars. Breakfast. Corey and I have
both lived in the mountains since we were little kids. Growing up, we
played outside — climbing trees and rocks. Exploring the thousand-
acre cattle pasture behind my house. Not together, we haven’t known
each other that long, but we had similar experiences. Neither of us
have ever done a rigorous full-day hike like this, though.

I struggle to make it through my cigarette. The elevation makes
it hard to breathe between drags. I tell Corey this might have to be
our last smoke until we get back down the hill. Chugging my Dr.
Pepper, we stuff our butts into the empty can and I stick it into my

backpack, where the four remaining cans have ballooned out to look
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like torpedoes — little lead zeppelins. Hopefully they don’t explode.

We finish the last two sodas on the plateau next to the cables
that ascend the final couple-hundred feet that remains of our climb. I
devour my turkey-and-mustard sandwich, along with the rest of my
snacks, before Corey finishes his sandwich. He wants to try to smoke
a cigarette up here. We each have one laborious drag, then put it out.
It doesn’t even taste good.

The hike back down is easy. The sun is setting behind the
mountain above us and we jog the last mile or so, since we didn’t
bring any flashlights. Making it back to the old Maverick just after
dark, Corey cranks the stereo and lights a cigarette as we peel out of

the parking lot.



Chapter Nine
DIRECT HIT!

In the back parking lot, Dustin and I are having a duel. He
has the sour cream gun, I have the guacamole. From ten paces,
the oversized caulking guns are still pretty accurate. Above us, on
the fiberglass Taco Bell sign, brown streaks crack and flake away.
Remnants of our last battle.

Dustin’s okay, I guess. I’ve known him for over ten years, but
we’ve never really been friends. I remember, back in fourth grade,
our class did Beauty and The Beast for the winter recital. He was the
candlestick, Lumiere, and dressed in gold sweats. The whole song,
he had a boner and everyone could see it. It’s all our class could talk
about for weeks. That’s gotta suck for him. I’ve never mentioned it to
him.

The orange Maverick races into the parking lot and screeches
cockeyed into one of the back parking spots. Corey jumps out without
shutting the motor off. His face is red and he’s yelling about something.
I can’t hear him over the idling V-8 engine.

“Hey, fucker! Get over here,” he shouts, making his way
towards us. Is he talking to me? I don’t remember doing anything that
would piss him off. I mean, we drove home from our hike and crashed
at his place and he took me home. Everything was cool, I thought.

Dustin drops the sour cream gun and takes off running down

the sidewalk, toward the front of the store. Corey gives chase and they
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make a lap around the building. Dustin ducks behind gas pumps and
the drive-thru menu sign in his attempt to escape.

When they get back to the rear of the store, where I’m standing,
guacamole gun still in hand, Corey grabs the mop that’s hanging by
the back door. He takes several swings, with Dustin jumping out of
the way, before finally connecting with a loud crack. Dustin falls to
the ground, clutching his side.

“How could you, man? We’ve been together for five years.”

“I’'m sorry. It didn’t mean anything,” Dustin pleads from the
asphalt driveway as Corey stands over him with the mop handle ready
to strike. I don’t know if I should step in or not. On one hand, I’'m the
shift supervisor and Dustin is one of my employees, and it’s happening
on company property. On the other hand, Corey is my best friend.

Before I can make up my mind, Corey throws down the mop,
picks up the tube of sour cream, and chucks it at Dustin’s car, splattering
white across the windshield and hood. Looking long at Dustin, laying
on the pavement, he walks slowly back to his car without saying
anything. Helping Dustin up, 1 yell through the back door that I'm
taking off early and run to the passenger side of Corey’s car before he
can take off. Hearing me knock on the window, he reaches across to
unlock the door and I climb in.

“Let’s go, dude.”

“Don’t you have to work?”

“Whatever. [ don’t care. Just drive.”

Hanging a left on the highway, we head back to Yosemite
Lakes. His house for beer and cigarettes. On the way, he tells me
about the letters he found in his girlfriend’s bedroom. Notes between

her and Dustin. Turns out, they’ve been sleeping together for a couple



72 Tweed Jefferson

months now. Maybe longer. I hope I didn’t contribute to that. Corey
and I have been hanging out a lot more lately, playing music, going to
Laser Quest. Most nights he could be with her, he’s with me and John.
We’ve invited Marnie a few times, but she’s always a buzzkill — vying
for Corey’s attention the whole time. She’d probably have more fun if
she’d actually play laser tag instead of sitting in the lobby.

Let’s be realistic, though. It wasn’t meant to be. The idea that
someone would meet the love of their life at fourteen and stay together
into adulthood is absurd. Without ever experiencing the world, and
other people, how could you even know if someone is right for you?
I think a lot of people find something that makes them feel good and
they try to hold onto it for as long as they can. Long after it stops
making them feel good. Drugs, sex, monogamy, family. It’s all the
same idea.

“I broke up with her for good.”

“Oh, sorry. Or congratulations?”

“This isn’t the first time she’s done this kind of thing.”

“Once a cheater, always a cheater. That’s what I’ve been told.”
By my mom, ironically enough.

It’s one thing for car salesmen and politicians to lie. We expect
it. We know that they’re lying. It’s another thing to lie to the people
you’re closest to. Telling someone you love them, but then sneaking
around behind their back, doing something you know would hurt
them. It’s disgusting.

I hate love. The only time people say they love you is when
they’re trying to break down your defenses so they can plot their next
attack. Emotional espionage. I don’t ever want to fall in love. It’s just

creating more opportunity for someone to hurt me. Then they’ll say
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they only do it because they love me. Whatever that means.

Tony is off today, so we stop by his house to get him to buy us
a case of beer. We could steal it from Corey’s stepdad, he doesn’t care
if we drink his beer, but he goes into a rage if he runs out. Last time,
he came tearing through the basement, kicking over guitar amps and
tearing posters from the wall.

Tony is one of the only guys we know who is over twenty-
one and not someone’s parent. He works at Taco Bell, too. Before
he moved up to the mountains, he lived in Fresno and was a Bulldog
gang member. In school, they tell us if you ever join a gang, they’ll
never let you leave. Like, if you try to quit, they’ll murder you. Tony
got out, apparently. He never talks about it. The tattoos on his arms
and chest will forever brand him as a Bulldog.

“What’s up, bitches?” Tony grins like a Cheshire cat at us. |
climb over the seat, into the back, to give him room in the front. There
isn’t much room in the back seat of this old muscle car for my long,
skinny legs, so I have to angle myself so I’'m sitting behind Corey with
my feet behind Tony’s seat.

“Let’s go get some beer. Corey needs to get fucked up.”

“Right on. I need to make a quick stop first.”

Living in the mountains, there’s no such thing as a quick stop.
Aside from the little convenience store at the gas station, it’s a half-
hour drive to any kind of town. We’re going to stop by Tony’s friend’s
place for some weed. It’s on the other side of the highway, about a
fifteen-minute drive each way.

“You guys got any cash?” Corey and I each give Tony what we
have. Forty-eight dollars, in total. “Okay, wait here,” he says, climbing

out of the Maverick and walking down the gravel driveway to the
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mobile home while Corey and I sit, watching. It’s all very dubious.
Secret phone calls, no names, waiting at the end of the road.

“So, should we, like, go knock on the door or something?” 1
ask Corey over the seat after about forty-five minutes of staring at the
dark house, waiting for Tony to return.

“No way, man. This is a pretty shady spot.”

The subdevelopment we live in, Yosemite Lakes, has an
association that goes around scolding people for breaking their rules.
They don’t allow mobile homes, junk in the yard, old cars, that sort
of thing. Indian Lakes, where we are now, is mostly trailers and RVs.
Every yard is overgrown with weeds around rusted vehicles and
yellowed appliances. Sometimes, we’ll come out here, to the lake,
at night to party with other kids from school. For a while, I wasn’t
welcome at these parties. They called me “Narc” because I was part
of the sheriff’s explorers. The same kids that I used to hang out with at
the creek by the junior parking lot refused to have anything to do with
me. That is, until one night, when I was on a ride-along, we got called
out to break up a loud party. Instead of busting these kids, I talked
Larry into letting them go with a warning. So now, I’'m cool. I’'m the
guy they want to be friends with. I have connections.

Finally, Tony saunters back to the car, carrying a half-empty
forty. He throws a baggie through the open window, into Corey’s lap,
then opens the door and climbs in. Corey takes a whiff and passes the
plastic bag to me. I smell it, too, even though I don’t know what I’'m
trying to detect. Its odor is a bit like a skunk pissed on a pine tree.

Back at his place, Tony hands me a plate and tells me to start
breaking apart the weed so he can roll a joint. I don’t know what I’'m

doing, but don’t want to seem like a dumbass, so sitting in his garage,
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I pull the sticky buds apart with my fingers and make a pile on the
plate. It must be good enough, because after several minutes, when
my fingers are gooey and black, Tony takes the plate from me and
pulls a packet of Zig-Zags from his pocket.

“Listen, man,” Tony whispers to me when we’re alone, outside.
“I need to borrow some money, you know, I have the wife and kid and
all that. Think you could help me out? I’ll pay you right back.”

“Sure. Okay. How much do you need?”

“Like a thousand bucks, dog. I gotta pay for this house and
shit.” I don’t have a thousand bucks, I tell him. I could probably hook
him up with like four-or-five hundred.

“Yeah, whatever you can do to help us, man,” he smiles,
leaning against his Ninja motorcycle and pulling a cigarette from the
pack with his teeth.

“I can only take out two-hundred a day, so I’ll hit the ATM for
you this week and bring it to work.”

A few beers and joints later, I tell the guys I need to get home
before I’'m grounded again. I don’t have an official curfew. Just,
“When I say so.” I told my mom I was going to hang out with friends
after work, but it’s almost ten o’clock, so I’'m sure to be in trouble.

John is the most sober, having just shown up after working the
dinner shift. The four of us climb into his little green Tercel and he
races down the driveway and skids onto the road. He’s always a crazy
driver when he drinks. We all light cigarettes. I know I shouldn’t, it’s
only a few minutes’ drive from Tony’s place to mine, but I do anyway.
My mom always investigates me for various odors when I get home
and I tell her I smell like cigarettes because my friends smoke. I figure

it hides the smell of alcohol and weed, which is harder to explain. If
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I told her my friends all smoked weed in the car, I’d never be seeing
them again.

Looks like everybody is in bed, so I sneak as quietly as possible
down the hall and into the bathroom, cringing as the hinge creaks
behind me. I’ll just wash my hands, brush my teeth and go to bed,
I instruct myself. Leaning in over the sink to lather my hands with
toothpaste — it removes the smell better than soap — I bump my head
against the mirror. This happens a few times before I realize I’'m drunk
and need to get to bed.

Another tip-toe down the hall and I make it to my room,
undressing and hiding my clothes in my closet to air out for a couple
days before I put them in the laundry. Or, if ’'m here when the machine
is running, I can just toss them in when nobody’s looking. Either way,

I just have to be careful not to get caught.
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Or is it lotus? Every time we go to the cigar shop in the mall
for cigarettes, Corey gets some new kind of incense. Most of them are
pretty good, but I don’t care for the Nag Champa stuff. It smells like a
gallon of grandma perfume got dumped on a wet rug. Mostly, we burn
incense in the basement, at rehearsal, to mask the smell of cigarette
smoke. It’s especially bad now that John has taken up smoking cloves.
I’ve tried a few and they have an interesting, tingling, taste and they
don’t smell so bad when they’re burning, but the smoke gets in our
clothes and instrument cases and everything smells like stale cloves
for a week.

I’ve been digging on music history lately. The stories behind
songs and bands. So many voices and experiences. I also like how
just a few instruments and notes can be played in so many different
ways. Like, most songs are only three or four chords, but there are
still millions of different songs out there. A bottomless rabbit-hole for
me to explore. Music helps me escape my life. That, and getting high.

2

“You’re just wasting your money,” my mom says for the
thousandth time. “It’s a waste of time, too. Why don’t you do something
with your life?”

She’s been giving this same speech for the last two weeks.
Every day, when I ask her to take me to the music store, this is what

I hear. Corey let me borrow his Washburn the last couple weeks and
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I’ve just about mastered the songs he taught me. Plus, ‘Smokin’in the
Boys Room’ and ‘Centerfold’. I’ve been learning those on my own
from tablature. I can’t read music — the dots and the lines — but the
numbers make sense.

“Don’t you know any other songs?”” my mom shouts through
my bedroom door as I practice my limited repertoire over and over.
“I’m sick of those songs, learn something new!” As long as she
doesn’t burst into my room naked, shaking her boobs and ass in my
face, singing, “Watch it wiggle, watch it jiggle,” she can say whatever
she wants. I was hoping I was old enough by now that she would stop
doing that kind of shit. At what age does it become inappropriate to
act like a stripper in front of your kids?

I’ve finally saved enough money for my own guitar. Now, |
just have to convince my parents to let me buy one. They keep track
of everything I spend, making sarcastic comments about how nice
it must be to be rich every time I buy a candy bar or cheeseburger. I
should be saving everything for a family, they’ll say, not buying three-
hundred-dollar guitars.

Corey got a yellow Yamaha drum kit and John got a Peavey
bass, so they’re just waiting on me. I get to use Corey’s guitar for
rehearsals, but I’'m going to need my own gear if we’re ever going to
be any good. If I'm going to really practice. John gets frustrated a lot,
throwing his bass on the couch and saying he needs a cigarette every
couple of songs. He can’t remember the changes between verse and
chorus in any of the songs we’re playing. He only has to play one
note at a time on the bass, but he still isn’t getting it. At this rate, we’ll
never be ready for a gig.

We practice all day on Sunday. Every Sunday. It’s like church,
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but not boring and hypocritical. And I’m not crying. We get a pizza
from Mama Loly’s delivered and sit in the back of Corey’s dad’s
truck for lunch. Every week, it’s the same thing, mushrooms, onions,
jalapenos, and barbecue sauce with pepperoni added to one half. I
grab a slice from the vegetarian side, noticing a strange odor when the
steam hits my nose.

“What the fuck, man?” I shout, lifting the cheese to find a slice
of pepperoni underneath. Corey, John, and Brent pile out of the truck,
laughing hysterically. When Corey ordered the pizza, he asked them
to hide one piece of meat on the veggie side. This isn’t the first time
he’s tried to prank me like this.

“How the hell did you know?”

Sniffing their own slices, they tell me they don’t know how I
could smell it. They can’t smell the piles of pepperoni on their pizza,
but I’ve become more attuned to the smell of meat.

Brent has joined us on rhythm guitar, so now I’'m learning riffs
and solos. Scales. He also sings. His voice is whiny and nasal, but he
finds the notes better than I do. We alternate lead singer duties or both
sing the song together.

I’ve gotten into a pretty regular routine. Every Saturday, when
I’m not working, I go on a ride-along with Larry. Every Sunday, I go
to Corey’s for band practice. It’s a good way to get out of the house on
the weekends, when everybody is home.

We’ve come into a little bit of a curse, Larry and 1. Every shift
we work together, someone dies. Last week, a guy died, he was ninety.
It wasn’t suicide or anything, just old age. By the time we got there,
he was stiff. Rigor mortis had set in. He’d died while sleeping in the

fetal position and he stayed like that when we loaded him onto the
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gurney. Laying him on his back and fastening a wide, nylon strap over
his knees, the funeral parlor guy told me to pull down on the strap as
hard as I could. He yanked on his strap at the same time, breaking the
man’s knees, so he could be laid flat on the gurney.

The radio clicks on in the patrol car and the dispatcher
announces our number.

“45-11, possible 11-44, please respond code three.”

“10-4,” I say into the handset as Larry flips the switches for the
lights and sirens.

He takes the back road, by my elementary school, at nearly a
hundred miles per hour, skidding around the curves as the road gets
narrower. Rocks and trees reach out at us from either side.

There are already two other cruisers at the scene when we arrive
and Larry shuts off the siren. Another car, a burgundy hatchback, is
parked by the side of the road. A woman’s body is slumped across the
front seat, gunshot wound to the head. My boots crunch the tiny pieces
of safety glass into the dirt on the side of the road as I lean through the
broken window, shining my flashlight into the exit wound. It comes
out as a narrow, focused beam on the other side. I move the light and
watch the dot dance around the interior of the car. Her nightgown
1s soaked through in blood, flattening it against her body. No shoes.
Against the barbed-wire fence, a man is sitting in the dirt, handcuffed.

“I swear, she did it to herself,” he pleads with the deputy
standing over him.

Detective Metcalf has just arrived and he’s giving everyone a
job to do. Deputy Thor is going to transport the suspect to the main
station in Madera while Larry and I go to the guy’s house. We’re just

supposed to wait and keep an eye on the place until the next detective
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can relieve us.

Outside of the house, it’s siding cracking and peeling, a girl
sits on the unfinished wooden steps. A couple years younger than me
and pretty like a movie star. Her long, dark hair reaches almost to the
waistband of her flowing, flowered skirt. Larry makes me wait in the
car while he gets out.

“Hi, are you here by yourself?” The girl nods. “Is it okay if we
go inside?” She nods again.

He extends his hand to help her up and she turns, sending her
hair and skirt in a wave around her, to lead him up the stairs and
through the screen door. A couple minutes later, the radio on the dash
clicks on and Larry says it’s okay for me to come in.

He’s explaining to the girl that they had to take her dad to town
to answer some questions and someone will be here for her soon. She
gives him the phone number for her mother and Larry goes into the
other room to make the call, asking me to stay in the living room to
keep an eye on the girl.

I sit in a plastic chair across from the floral-patterned couch
she’s sitting on, trying to look official. She keeps staring at me, barely
blinking. Her eye-contact doesn’t waver, even when I look away.

“You’re special,” she says, eventually.

I’m going to ask her what she means by that when the detective
sergeant comes through the front door.

“Where’s Larry?” he asks me assertively. I point to the kitchen.
A moment later, he returns with my partner and tells us we need to
get back to our patrol area. Half the department is out here and the
backlog of calls is building up.

After our shift, we go back to Larry’s house, where I’m staying
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the night, since my parents are out of town. His wife is gone, too.
Staying at her parents’ place with their baby.

“You ever fuck a cantaloupe?” Larry asks, passing me a
Budweiser. Still tastes like shit.

“No. What are you talking about?”

“You cut a hole in it and stick your dick in there. It’s just like
the real thing.”

“Do you eat the fruit after?” I joke, noticing a cantaloupe and
watermelon on his kitchen counter. He tells me to hurry up and finish
my beer, he’s ready for another round. I’ve still got half a bottle left,
but I hold my breath and chug it, trading him the empty for a fresh
one. Larry lays on his side across the sofa, propping his head up on his
elbow and staring at me as I sip my beer from the next to the granite
countertop. I rock gently, almost imperceptibly, back and forth on the
padded barstool.

“You ever had your dick sucked?”

I chuckle nervously. “Yeah.”

“Guy or girl?”

“What do you mean? A girl, of course.”

“Do you ever fantasize about having it sucked by a guy?”’ This
1s making me pretty uncomfortable. Am I going to wake up in the
middle of the night with his dick in my mouth?

“No.”

“You know, if you close your eyes, you wouldn’t know if it
were a guy or a girl down there. A guy knows what to do, anyway. You
should try it sometime.”

“I think this beer is making me sick. Maybe I should go to

bed.” I pretend to sleep, restlessly waiting for the next morning to
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arrive before Larry tries to slip in and suck me off.

After band practice, Tony shows up on his motorcycle and
tosses me a helmet.

“Come on. I got a surprise for you.”

We tear through the mountain roads and onto the two-lane
highway. My arms are wrapped around Tony’s short-but-stout
midsection, holding on for dear life. I can’t see the speedometer, but
we’re passing traffic like it’s standing still.

Fifteen minutes and we’re downtown. In the hood. It would
take forty by car. I’ve never been this far south before, not in the city.
Just passing through on our way to LA.

Cutting across three lanes on the freeway interchange, Tony
takes the first exit and another block from the freeway, pulls into the
driveway of a run-down two-story. I jump off the back and he walks
the bike onto the grass of the front yard.

Inside, he leads me through the reefer-clouded living room,
where a half-dozen twenty-something men, clad in matching uniforms
of baggy khakis and white t-shirts, recline in sofa-chairs. We go to the
back bedroom where a skinny, too skinny, girl in striped tank top and
cutoff jeans sits on the bed, her back against the wall.

Tony gives me a shove to indicate I should sit next to her. He
takes his place on the other side and undoes his pants. Following his
lead, I undo my jeans and pull my penis out. For whatever reason, I’'m
not hard. Tony isn’t either. The girl swirls our flaccid dicks around in
her fingers, one in each hand, for a few minutes, neither of us getting
an erection.

Tony gets up and says he’s going to get a beer. “Have fun,” he
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says.

As soon as the door clicks shut behind him, the girl turns to me
and, through missing teeth, asks, “You got any money?”

I don’t, and I tell her as much. Normally, I’d have at least ten or
twenty bucks on me, but tonight I only have my card.

“Tony said he was taking care of it,” I tell her, but she protests,
saying she’s going to need five dollars before she can do anything
else.

Pulling up and fastening my pants, I lean out the bedroom door
and look into the living room for Tony. Just two scary dudes in chairs.
[ wave to get their attention and finally ask, “Where’s Tony?” The guy
on the left says something toward the kitchen and Tony comes around
the corner.

Back in the room, I tell him what happened. He gives me his
half-beer and tells me to wait in the bathroom, where he closes the door,
leaving me by myself, sitting on the toilet lid. Within a few minutes,
I hear a rhythmic thumping coming from the next room. Sounds like
Tony decided to get his money’s worth. Or my money’s worth. I didn’t
really want to anyway. This whole place, the neighborhood, the guys
in the front, this girl, it feels shady and dangerous for someone like
me. White, a kid, out of my element. Not like I have an element. I
don’t give a shit what other people do anyway, I just don’t want to get
harassed for being here.

It takes about fifteen minutes for Tony to finish and let me out
of my prison. He tells me to go straight out the front door and not say
anything to anyone. Outside, I lean against his Kawasaki, trying to
look like I belong, as groups of gang-bangers wander up and down

the street, carrying bottles in paper bags. What the hell is taking him
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so long?

Another fifteen-minute ride home. Tony says we got up to one-
hundred-sixty on the first part of the highway, before it gets curvy. We
attempt to pass a cigarette back and forth while riding, but it mostly
just sends burning ash into my eyes. He doesn’t say anything about
what happened, just drops me off and takes off down the driveway,

telling me I can keep the helmet.

“When it’s convenient for me,” my mom says, finally agreeing
to take me to the music shop. They’re treating it like it’s some kind of
reward for doing well in school and at work. It’s a privilege to spend
my own money on something. With their permission. I’ve convinced
them that Roberta will let me count my practice time as a music credit.

It’s a two-story music store, surrounded by picture windows
on the two sides facing the street. We weave through the pianos on
the lower floor and walk up the narrow stairwell to the second floor,
where the guitars are.

The salesman, Steve, asks me about what kind of music I like
and shows me a gloss-black Ibanez. It looks just like a Stratocaster,
except a little pointier on the cutaways and headstock. Leading the way
to the back of the room, where the amplifiers are kept, my mom says
something to him. I can’t hear over the sound of the other employee
playing drums in the corner.

“Sorry, I’'m married,” Steve tells her, holding up his hand to
show the ring.

“Me, too,” my mom replies, holding up her oversized diamond.

He plugs the guitar into a little practice amp and cranks it up,

showing me the distortion effects. Since I told him I’m into classic
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rock music, he plays ‘Black Magic Woman’. 1 don’t care for the song,
but he’s good. If | had that guitar, I could be that good.

With the practice amp and the gig bag, it comes to three-
hundred-forty-eight dollars. Way more than I make in a week. Worth
it.

This is the first hobby I’ve been allowed to have on my own.
When it comes to sports and extracurriculars, I’ve historically had one
of two options. They choose for me, or I choose and my mom is so far
up the teacher or coach’s ass all the time that it’s not fun for me and
none of the other kids want to work with me. She knows nothing about
music and there’s no teacher, so aside from bitching about having to
listen to me practice, there’s no way for her to interfere. I shouldn’t
say that. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.

“I can’t believe you spent that much money on a stupid toy. Are
you going to quit that like you quit soccer?” I always hated soccer.
Especially when I had to go to the games on the weekend and be
yelled at from the bleachers. That was when I was in first grade and
she still can’t let it go.

“You think you’re ever going to get a job with that guitar? Yeah,
that looks great on an application. It’s your bad-influence friends,
telling you to do something you don’t need to be doing. Why do you
hang around such losers? You won’t get very far in life with people
like that.”

Letting the rumble of the tires on the highway drown her out,
I press my forehead against the glass and stare out the window. And

smile.









“People try to say suicide is the most cowardly act a man could
ever commit. I don’t think that’s true at all. What’s cowardly is
treating a man so badly that he wants to commit suicide.”

— Tommy Tran
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WHO WAS BORN IN A HOUSE FULL OF PAIN
WHO WAS SENT OUT TO PLAY ON HIS OWN
WHO WAS RAISED ON A DIET OF SHAME
WHO WAS TRAINED NOT TO SPIT IN THE FAN
WHO WAS TOLD WHAT TO DO BY THE MAN
WHO WAS BROKEN BY TRAINED PERSONNEL
WHO WAS FITTED WITH BRIDLE AND BIT
WHO WAS GIVEN A SEAT IN THE STAND
WHO WAS FORCING HIS WAY TO THE RAILS
WHO WAS OFFERED A PLACE ON THE BOARD
WHO WAS ONLY A STRANGER AT HOME
WHO WAS GROUND DOWN IN THE END
WHO WAS FOUND DEAD ON THE PHONE
WHO WAS DRAGGED DOWN BY THE STONE
Pink Floyd, “Dogs”
- Gilmour/Waters



“Medicines don 't come to the wound, only the flies do.
We often get attached to people who pleasantly scratch
our wounds.”

— Shunya

“Stab the body and it heals, but injure the heart and
the wound lasts a lifetime.”
— Mineko Iwasaki

“Congquer the angry one by not getting angry, conquer
the wicked by goodness; conquer the stingy by generosity,
and the liar by speaking the truth.

— Siddhartha Gautama, The Dhammapada
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“YOURE COING TO HAVE TO MAKE A
CHOICE.”

Roberta pauses, wide grin on her face, as I look at her with blank
expectation.

“You have enough credits to graduate.”

I’m not surprised. I’ve been doing thirteen classes per semester
for the last couple of years, instead of the standard six or seven. I
basically did four years of school in two.

“So your options are — the choice you have to make — is to either
graduate now and start college next year or go back to the regular high
school and take electives.”

I deliberate over the possibilities for a while without saying
anything. On one hand, I don’t really have any interest in going back
to regular school, with all the petty, mean children. On the other hand,
I feel like it’1l be even harder to go to college at sixteen, being so much
younger than everyone else. I’ve always been the youngest person in
my class anyway. If teenagers are so spiteful and malicious, they can
only get worse when they’re adults.

“You might enjoy going back to high school for your senior year,”
she urges. “You’ll be able to go to the football games, prom, the
senior trip to Disneyland. Those are adventures you’ll only have the
opportunity to experience once in your life.”

Eventually, I let her talk me into it. I agree to return to Yosemite
High School in the fall. She pulls a worn course catalog from her desk
drawer and we go through it, selecting the five electives I’ll take next
year. Fortunately, I only have to go to class until lunch each day, then
I get to leave. That’ll make the other kids resentful for sure. Not that |
need another reason to stand out from the crowd. I’'m already known
as a “teacher’s pet” and a “narc”. Maybe the other kids have forgotten



96 Tweed Jefferson

all that stuff since I’ve been gone.

She hands me my final report card — straight A’s — hugs me and
says she’ll miss me and that I should stop by and visit any time. It’s
only a short walk from the high school, so maybe I will when I get out
for lunch. I’ve certainly never had a teacher like her before. Someone
who actually cares about my education and interests, instead of
droning mundanely through a textbook while yelling at the students in
the back to stop goofing off. It’s hard to learn in an environment where
most of your peers have no interest in their education and where the
teacher is focusing all of their time and energy on the worst students.
Regular school may as well be independent study, since I’'m forced to
basically teach myself.

After school, I need to get home and go right to sleep. I have to
work tonight. I quit Taco Bell a while back because I got this job at
the Chevron station in Oakhurst. Since I don’t go to regular school,
they’ve got me working the graveyard shift. Me, a fifteen-year-old,
by myself all night. Not that there are many armed robberies in this
area. After about ten or eleven at night, it’s dead until four or five
in the morning, when the old men start coming in for coffee. I have
to restock all of the shelves and coolers, but otherwise, I mostly sit
around, reading and eating candy bars. I’ve figured out which candy
bars pair best with each soda. Butterfinger and Dr. Pepper, Reese’s
and Cherry Coke, Snickers and Pepsi. Like how people like to pair
wine and cheese. Wine is gross, though. Speaking of wine, [ wonder
how my boss gets away with having me work all night by myself.
I’m pretty sure I’'m not supposed to be selling alcohol unless I’'m over
eighteen. Not that I care. Honestly, I don’t even care if teenagers buy
it from me, except they have security cameras and I’'m more worried
about getting caught. When my friends come in, [ have them show me
their driver’s license for the camera and I pretend to verify that they’re
over twenty-one. Only people I know, in case there’s an ABC sting.
During the slow time, I sneak off behind the store and hide in the car
wash to smoke. It might be three in the morning, but that doesn’t mean
my mom won’t drive the thirty minutes from Coarsegold to spy on
me.



Freshman Nobody 97

Every night, this girl comes in. She’s bright and vibrant with
sparkly eyes. I usually give her some mini Reese’s cups and we flirt a
little before she heads to her job at Tenaya Lodge. I think it’s flirting. I
don’t know her name, but I feel like I love her. Her smile tattoos itself
into my brain for the whole day after I see her.

One night, I’'m sitting behind the register, passing the time with
a copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide and a customer comes in yelling
about how the building next door is on fire. I call 911. They already
know about it and have dispatched the fire department. The closest
manned station is only a quarter-mile from here. I can hear the sirens
start up before I’'m off the phone with dispatch.

It’s the old grocery store that’s burning. They closed years ago,
when the chain stores came to town. Lately, the stoners and skaters
hang out there, getting high in the basement and skating in the parking
lot. The fire department arrives and tells me to shut down the gas
pumps. Already done. I’ve also called Corey and let him know what’s
happening. He wants to check it out, so he drives up from Coarsegold
and we sit on the hood of his car, watching it burn. The building is full
of old, copper pipes and whenever they get hot enough, they explode,
shooting flames a hundred feet into the air. It’s too dangerous for the
firefighters to try to extinguish — the building has been abandoned for
a decade anyway - so they sit in the opposite parking lot, making sure
the fire doesn’t spread, especially to the gas station. I’'m not allowed to
close the store and go home, so I spend most of the night making coffee
for the firefighters and watching the action from Corey’s Maverick.
Occasionally, the helicopter comes by and dumps a load of water. Not
on the fire, but on the gas pumps.

I’'m still doing the explorer program. It’s been three years and I’'m
now the head explorer. In charge of planning our meetings and training.
It’s a lot of work, but I’'m on the fast-track for the academy and the
department is going to sponsor me by paying for my gun and tuition.
My friend Shaun is the sergeant for our post. Second in command. His
mom owns the local one-hour photo lab and he’s offered to get me a
job there so I can quit the graveyard shift at Chevron.

“What the hell, man? You letting me down, man. How I supposed
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to get someone to work night shift, eh? Nobody else want to work
night shift.” Lee, the owner of the gas station, gets mad and yells at
me when I give my two-weeks notice. None of the adults who work
there are willing to be there overnight. Maybe if he didn’t treat his
minimum-wage employees like Egyptian slaves all the time, he’d be
able to keep employees longer than a few months. Who cares if I'm
letting him down? We aren’t friends.

The photo lab is cool. It smells funny, but I’ll get used to it. The
guy training me, his name is Brad, used to be a musician in Pittsburgh
back in the eighties, so we have a lot to talk about. He tells me about
his favorite songs to play, like Suffragette City, and some of the gigs
he used to do. Every day, we take turns writing a random lyric up on
the whiteboard and seeing if the other person can guess what song it’s
from. No cheating by looking it up.

Everyone I work with is older and not very computer savvy.
We’ve been getting customers asking lately if we can restore their
old photographs or tintypes that are cracked and torn. Since I’'m the
resident computer expert, I take it upon myself to learn Photoshop.
It’s only been a few weeks, but I'm really enjoying working in a
quiet environment where I can spend my time being thoughtful and
creative. Even developing the photos has an artistic quality to it. We
adjust the color and exposure in seconds as each negative goes by on
the processor. Brad showed me how to crop a photo to frame it better,
too.

Every couple of days, one of the detectives that I know from the
sheriff’s office comes in with a few rolls of film. Crime scene photos.
None of the other employees are allowed to touch or look at them,
just me or Brad. They’re always very graphic and Heidi, the owner,
doesn’t want to traumatize any of the other employees. I’ve seen this
stuff in real life plenty of times, so it doesn’t even phase me. Brad
seems to be indifferent.

We get a lot of amateur porn, too. People are more reticent to
take their homemade sex photos to the local drugstore, so they bring
them to us. We’re members of the community. Everybody knows us
and we can be trusted. Still, Brad and I like to show each other the
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photos when we get them. It’s just between us. The other employees
don’t get to see that kind of stuff and we never talk about it outside
of the lab. We can tell by looking at the negatives what’s on the roll.
It is kinda funny to see these sex-shots of people we know, often on
the same roll of film as their family photos. Sometimes, the pictures
are with someone other than their husband or wife, but we never say
anything, even if we know the spouse. If someone besides the subject
in the photos comes in to pick up prints, we’ll lie and say they aren’t
ready yet or they don’t have any photos. Discretion on behalf of the
customer.

One thing that sucks about working here is that [ don’t get to see
my Tenaya friend. If I knew her name or anything specific about her,
I might be able to ask around. I could drive up to the lodge and see if
she’s there, but that place has hundreds of employees and I don’t even
know what department she works in. That would be a bit stalkerish
anyway. Unlike most of the guys my age, I’'m not a creep. At least,
I don’t think I am. Try not to be. I try to treat girls with respect and
not like they’re simply some object of my sexual desire. I have a hard
time even talking to them. It’s been a couple of years since I’ve had
sex or even made out with a girl. I really want a girlfriend. Not just for
sex, but someone I can love and who will love me back.

At the next explorer meeting, Larry tells me that they’re going
to pay for me to go to a leadership academy in Redwood City. It’s
taught by Army Rangers and Green Berets. Supposed to be the most
challenging and rewarding week of my life, they say. I love doing
PT and drills, so I’'m excited. I’'ll be able to learn how to be a drill
sergeant from the best in the business.



Clhapter Tivo
WE WIND OUR WAY THROUCH THE
VIOUNTAINS.

A nice change of scenery. After three hours of dry, brown grass
in the flatlands, we’ve finally reached the coast. The tires chirp each
time Larry yanks the wheel aggressively around each corner. This is
how he always drives. The malodor of cow shit has been replaced by
that of nature-trees. You know the smell. The one that only exists in
the remote wilderness, where the smog and smell of people has been
filtered out.

Near the top of the hill, far above Redwood City, we turn onto a
dirt road and it’s only minutes before we’re passing dilapidated cabins,
their paint chipped and faded.

“This is the place,” Larry says to Dee, who came along because
they needed some female chaperones for the camp. She’s an explorer
advisor, too, butnota cop. She works in the office, handling community-
service cases. Sometimes I volunteer to help her out, but it’s not very
interesting, filling out paperwork. I prefer the ride-along.

Thirty or forty teenagers mill around the edge of the dusty courtyard
area, not talking to one another, preferring to stay in the groups they
came with. Reminds me of a middle-school dance. The best-of-the-
best explorers from across the west coast are here. | recognize a few
of them from last year’s Challenge event. It’s an annual competition
where hundreds of law-enforcement explorers and cadets get together
to show their skills at things like traffic stops, building searches and
arson investigation. I took home first prize in hostage negotiations.
They didn’t let me keep the plaque, though. It’s hanging up in the
conference room at the sherift’s department.

This year, we’ve been selected to host Challenge. Or, rather, /°// be
hosting it. As the leader of our group, I’ve agreed to take on the task
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almost single-handedly. It’ll be my senior project. The department
wouldn’t have agreed to host otherwise. I’ve managed to get some of
the best instructors in the country to offer seminars and to judge our
competitions. But that’s not for another six months.

“Fall in, numbnuts!” A booming voice from the concrete stairs
behind us startles everyone to full alert. It’s easy to tell which explorer
posts practice marching and drills and which don’t. Those of us who
know what ‘fall in’ means immediately line up in neat rows and
columns in the flat, dirt expanse, spacing ourselves out an arms-length
in either direction. The others look around, confused, then follow suit,
unsure where or how to stand.

“Listen up! Anyone who is not here to give one-hundred percent
can leave!” This guy, in his solid-black BDUs and Smokey-the-Bear
hat has just one volume: /oud. Three other drill instructors stand behind
him, clad in matching attire. I stand at full attention, not diverting my
eyes, as he strolls casually between our ranks, shouting insults at any
cadet who dares to look at him or crack a smile.

He explains that our days will begin by lining up here, in the dirt
lot, at five a.m. for PT and drills, followed by breakfast, classroom,
more PT and drills, team-building exercises, dinner and more drills.
At night, we’re expected to take turns sleeping and patrolling the
camp on “firewatch”. This feels a lot like the opening sequence of
Full Metal Jacket, which is exactly what I was hoping for.

At our first meal, we line up to wash our hands in a plastic tub of
soapy water. “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” one drill instructor
repeats as each of us scrub ourselves in the water used by every person
before us. Hardly seems sanitary.

After retrieving our trays from the mess counter, we’re advised
that we’ll be eating three square meals per day. This doesn’t mean
a balanced diet. It means that we’re expected to eat in a square-like
motion. That is, when bringing a fork to our mouths, we’ll lift it
from the tray in a vertical motion until it is level with our face, then
a straight line horizontally to our mouth. After each bite, the fork will
be returned to our plate in the same fashion. Our eyes are to remain
fixed in a forward direction the entire time. This goes for drinking or
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using a napkin, too. It’s not too hard to do, but, sitting across from
other cadets, it’s more difficult not to laugh as they dump food into
their laps with each failed attempt. I don’t dare crack a smile, though.
The drill instructors pace the room, distributing a hearty portion of
pushups to anyone who seems even slightly amused or who fails to
move their utensils in a perfect, ninety-degree fashion.

Classroom time, taught by the same instructors, isn’t what I’d
expected. It’s a comprehensive study of the Marine Corps leadership
traits. Tact, integrity, loyalty and so on. As with everything else
here, we sit silently, not moving, not looking around, as they guide
us through the two-inch binders they’ve provided with printouts on
each topic. This is boring. The information is good, but it’s all in the
binders. They’re just reading the text. I’'m ready to get outside and do
more running and pushups.

We’re only allowed to say four things: “Yes, sir”, “No, sir”, “I
don’t know, sir” and “I’ll find out, sir”. Squads have been assigned to
groups of four. We didn’t get to pair ourselves, unfortunately. It was
done alphabetically. My group seems to have no experience of any
sort with paramilitary training they and aren’t picking it up, always
asking questions or failing to execute simple drills. This leads to more
pushups for our squad. I’ve been doing PT every day for over a year
and pushups are easy for me. My record is three hundred. The rest
of my squad, though, seems to struggle to get through twenty, often
giving up while the instructor yells in their face and I hold still in
the forward-lean position. We have to do everything as a group, this
includes exercises, so when they stop, I have to stay still and wait.
Eventually, the drill instructor will let them finish with their knees
on the ground. They let the girls do all of their pushups from that
position. I don’t get it. It’s not about upper-body strength. More core
than anything, but it’s actually about being able to align your body the
right way. I can hold the forward-lean position forever, it seems like,
because I’m not using force to hold myself up, I’'m just letting my
body rest on my hands and feet.

The second night, I’'m assigned firewatch with Yang. I try to make
conversation with him as we walk the trails between the cabins, but he
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seems nervous and awkward. I mean, I’'m nervous and awkward, too,
but I figure, if we’re ever going to connect as a squad, we should find
some common ground. Get to know each other. I can barely keep my
eyes open. After a long day of drills and exercises, I could use more
than three hours of sleep. Oh well, at least I’ll have tomorrow night.

Circling around the mess hall, we pass in front of the chaperone’s
cabin. Inside, we can hear them laughing and shouting. They’re
probably drunk. I noticed a couple cases of beer in the back of Larry’s
D.A.R.E. patrol car when I loaded my duffel bag. They have to be up
at five in the morning, too. I guess they don’t need to rest as much as
we do, since they just stand around all day. I’m not sure what they do
when we’re in the classroom. Maybe take a nap.

A few minutes after one, we head back to our cabin to wake up
the other half of our squad to take over firewatch. They toss, turn and
have a tantrum about getting up, like a typical teenager being told to
get up for school. I get up first in my house, so I’'m not used to having
someone wake me up. On the weekends, when I don’t have explorer
events, my mom likes to come into my room to open the blinds while
singing some off-key song. I hate that. Once the other guys are out of
bed, I collapse into my bunk, fully clothed, and pass out.

The next morning, the pre-recorded bugle call plays through the
PA system and I stumble, barely alert, down the hill for morning drills
and PT. After that, we do what they call “Indian runs” around the lake.
That’s when we jog around the lake in a single column and every time
the DI blows a whistle, the person in the back has to sprint to the front
of the line. I’'m not sure where the name comes from. While we’re
running, we have to say a cadence - a call-and-response to what the
drill instructor says. It’s intended to keep us in time with each other.
We’re supposed to run in step with each other.

There are some good cadences. I’ll have to remember these to use
when marching and running with my group back home. My favorite
goes like this:

A yellow bird / A yellow bill

Was sitting on / My window sill

I lured him in / With a piece of bread
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Then I smashed / His yellow head

A little bird / With little feet

Was sitting on / My toilet seat

I pushed him in / And flushed him down

That little bird / Went round and round

After breakfast, we finally get to take a shower. Our first since
we’ve been here. When [ was going to regular high school, I never had
to shower in gym class. I only took gym my freshman year and half
the time, I ditched. This is my first time using communal showers. |
worry about getting an accidental boner. I’'m not gay, but that would
be embarrassing. Luckily, it doesn’t happen. Larry stands in the locker
room, watching us intently.

In the afternoon, they take us to a remote area in the woods for
team-building exercises. This is the first ‘fun’ thing we’ve done since
we got here.

In one activity, we have to transport pitchers of water, or “napalm”
as they call it, across a pit without spilling any. There’s a long rope
hanging overhead, so it makes sense to swing back and forth with the
water, which is what everyone does.

It’s funny to watch each squad attempt the next exercise. They
have a tire around a twenty-foot-high pole and we have to remove it.
Each group tries, and fails, to sit on each other’s shoulders and lift it
up. Some groups of four attempt to throw it from the ground to the top
of the pole. This works better than the previous idea, but they exhaust
themselves before they’re able to get it. | wonder how they get the tire
on there.

When it’s our turn, my squad wants to try throwing the tire as well,
convinced we’ll be able to do it better than the last group. I suggest
to them we find some long branches — we are in the forest, after all -
and use the branches to lift the tire. This works and we remove it with
several minutes to spare.

For the final activity, they have a twelve-foot, plywood wall and
everyone has to get over it. This is the easiest activity. With one person
cupping their hands and lifting the foot of another, we’re all able to
grab the top of the wall and pull ourselves over. Except one guy. He’s
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about a hundred pounds heavier than anyone else in the camp. He’s
been struggling to keep up the whole time. He has never given up,
though, and I can admire that. Most of the cadets are in training for
the police academy and came here in pretty good shape already. The
rest, with the exception of this one guy, are typical teenagers. Skinny,
lanky, good at sports. None of these activities were given specific rules
and, like the tire-pole, creative solutions haven’t been prohibited. This
includes asking other squads to help each other complete their goals.
Why didn’t I think of this before? They’ve been pitting our groups of
four against each other, like we should be competing to see who can
finish each activity first. While the struggling cadet makes attempt
after attempt to jump from one of his squad members to grab the hands
of his other teammates, | make the suggestion that all of us who have
made it over the wall get back down and build a human pyramid so
he can climb up to the top. It works! I’'m one of the people at the top
and, in his haste to get over the wall, he steps right on my neck. That’s
going to hurt for a while.

My squad is assigned the evening flag ceremony, lowering the US
and California flags and folding them into little triangles. The DIs
gave us instruction on the first day and the other squads have done it
each previous evening, so this should be easy. The first two members
of our squad fold the California flag first and hand it to the drill
instructor, leaving Yang and I to do the stars and stripes. Like most
of our activities, we’re expected to be completely silent and formal
while doing this. Once we’ve folded the flag lengthwise, I start to
make the triangles as | walk toward Yang. He begins to walk toward
me. What the fuck! All he has to do is stand there. I give him a silent
glare in the hopes of getting him to stop. He doesn’t. I pause, hoping
he’ll stop, too, but he keeps walking toward me and the flag droops
to the ground. Immediately the drill instructors are screaming in our
faces about dishonoring the flag. I break rank, stepping backward as
I continue to fold the triangles. Not what I’'m supposed to do, but it
seems like a better choice than allowing the flag to continue to touch
the dirt. Once we’ve passed the flag, folded and dirty, to the DI, they
send everyone up to dinner. Except us. Before we can eat, Yang and I
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have to do sixty-three four-count declined pushups. One for each star
and stripe. Really, it’s one-hundred-twenty-six pushups. When we do
four-counts, it’s “one” down, “two” up, “three”” down, “four” up. That
counts as one pushup. Yang can only do about fifteen of these before
he collapses to the ground, his feet still up on the bench. I hold the
up position while the instructor yells at him, saying he doesn’t even
care about the flag enough to do a few pushups. I can tell he’s trying
not to cry. He wouldn’t be the first to have a breakdown. He knows,
though, that crying will only make it worse. We’ve all seen the DIs
demean and embarrass other students for crying or showing any kind
of emotion. After about fifteen minutes of this, with Yang making his
best attempt at more pushups, but only able to do three or four at a
time, the drill instructor tells us to get out of his face and head to the
mess hall. I finish the last twenty-five pushups before running up the
hill to catch up with Yang. Now that he’s alone, he’s crying. I tell him
not to worry about it. It’s not personal, they’re just trying to break us
down.

On the last day, after lunch, they have a graduation and award
ceremony. I’m disappointed and a little bitter when they give out the
awards for best student, best drills and most athletic. I gave it my best
the entire time and I know I did better than some of the individuals
receiving awards. Maybe not most athletic, but I probably did the
most pushups.

At the end of the ceremony, just before they release us to go
home, the drill instructors announce that they are giving out a special
award this year. An honor they only bestow every five or ten years,
when a particular student exemplifies every aspect of the academy -
leadership, initiative, honor, respect - each of the traits they’ve been
trying to teach us. When they announce my name, it feels surreal.
My vision is blurry and I’m shaking from nervousness. I approach
the instructors and they pin a dangling medal on my uniform shirt.
Everyone else only got a certificate. After they’ve each given me a
handshake and salute, they lead the platoon and chaperones in a round
of applause and “oorah”.
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I want to sleep for a week. It would be nice to pass out for a few
days, but I have to go back to work. More events and fairs to work
with the troop. It might be my last summer vacation, but that doesn’t
stop my mom from waking me up with insults about being “lazy” and
a “loser” for sleeping past nine. Apparently, not conforming to her
schedule makes me a piece of shit. I like to stay up past midnight most
days, studying penal code or practicing on my unplugged electric
guitar. One more year. | just have to hold out a little bit longer and I
can get out of here.

The following weekend, our explorer group and a bunch of
the deputies have an end-of-summer party up at Bass Lake. It’s on
Sherift’s Island, as they call it. Really, it’s a large sandbar at the edge
of the lake.

Normally, we can drive to the island, but this late in the season,
there’s a twenty-foot moat in our way. Larry drives his Dodge Ram
across. The water seems like it’s only about three feet deep. Next,
Shaun takes his Jeep across. No problem. I’m in the old Toyota pickup.
I’ve more-or-less inherited it from my dad. My mom got a new car,
so he’s taken over driving the Metro. And they still have the big-ass
conversion van.

Getting a running start, I plow my little truck through the water,
sending waves up the windows on either side. I emerge triumphantly
on the other side and my engine immediately sputters and dies.
Throwing it in neutral and stomping the clutch, I crank the engine
several times to no avail.

Leaving the truck where it stalled, I open the hood and look around.
Larry suggests I take off the distributor cap, so I do. Wet inside. We
leave the hood open and the cap off to dry in the summer heat while
we enjoy our time at the lake.

The group intends to hang out into the evening, floating around in
the dark on the Sheriff’s boat. The substation is only a couple of miles
from here and I have my uniform in the truck, so I’'m going to head
down for a ride-along with the K9 officer. Shift starts at three.

Most shifts with a K9 officer are just like any other. It’s not all drug
busts and building searches. Far from it. A lot of domestics, traffic
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stops, noise complaints. Poor Max spends most of the night in the
back seat. He doesn’t go in for every call. In fact, unless he’s working
or we’re at the station, he doesn’t get to do much of anything.

It’s after eleven when we get back to the substation and Jim still
needs to write some reports. Or, rather, I do. A lot of the deputies let
me write their reports for them. Most have such terrible spelling and
grammar, it’s amazing the DA is even able to read them. Others are
so computer illiterate, it’s painful. By the time I’ve written our reports
for the night, it’s almost one. I still have over an hour’s drive home.

Jim and I walk out of the single-wide trailer together and down to
the parking lot. He only lives about ten miles from here, near Oakhurst.
I thank him for having me along for the shift and pull the choke lever
out on my truck, hoping it’1l start.

At the first ‘Y’ in the road, I take a left, intending on taking the
back road, while Jim continues straight. It’s all highway that direction,
but this route will shave a good twenty minutes off my time. Long
day. One nice thing about the back way is no traffic. Until I get back
to the main roads, near Coarsegold, I might only see one other car the
whole time.

I pass the wide curve where Tyler died. It’s hard to go past
something like that and not be reminded of it every time. On my left,
the lake is dark and quiet. I wonder if Larry and the group are still out
there, floating. Even though it’s Saturday night and summer, I don’t
hear any parties. Even on the opposite side of the lake, by The Pines
and all of the chalets, there’s hardly a light on. Eerily quiet night. No
moon.

This is from a dream. The swirling colors. I don’t remember these
sounds. Unlike any sound I’ve ever heard before. No, wait. I have
heard this sound before. Outside of Malibu, when I was maybe eight.
One car went the wrong direction in the turn lane and hit another head
on.

There’s broken glass everywhere. The whole roof is smashed in. I
have to lean across the seat and give a couple of kicks to the driver’s
door before it swings open.

Shit! Fuck! I’m out here in the middle of nowhere, no cell phone,



Freshman Nobody 109

no houses or cars for miles. What the hell am I going to do? The old
Toyota is sideways in the middle of the two-lane road. Large chunks
of dirt and rocks slide down the hill and land on the hood.

In the distance I hear the sound of an approaching vehicle. Might
be the only car for an hour. I walk that direction in the road, waving
my flashlight, waiting for them to stop. Instead, they go around me.
Around my truck. Fuck! I’m still wearing my sheriff’s uniform. You’d
think they’d notice the lack of a patrol car.

I take off my shirt and throw it into the front seat. The steering
wheel is broken at the top and folded inward. No airbags in these old
trucks. My bullet-proof vest must’ve done that. I just got this thing
and it’s already saved me.

I pace back and forth in the middle of the abandoned road. What
the hell am I going to do? There’s a payphone at The Forks, about five
miles up the road. I can’t leave my truck, abandoned, in the middle of
the road. Someone will come around the dark corner and hit it. For a
moment, I consider stripping down to my underwear and swimming
for The Pines. It seems a lot closer than The Forks.

Inside the cab of the truck, everything is a disaster. My metal
clipboard is dented. Open. Papers flung everywhere. The box of
retired radios and batteries, donated to our explorer group, are all over
the floor. Under the seats. Even my backpack has somehow unzipped
itself and there are clothes and books strewn across the seat and
dashboard.

The radios!

I find a matching handset and battery and click it on. The beep!
Yes, it works! Not wanting to get in trouble for broadcasting on the
main channel, I click it over to three. It’s still on a repeater, so dispatch
will hear me down in Madera, but [ won’t interfere with regular traffic.

“M-m-madera E-Thirty-Three.”

“Negative. There is no David-Three-Three.”

“M-m-madera, Edward-Thirty-Three. I just TC’d my vehicle on
Forks Road about halfway between Crane Valley and Two-Twenty-
Two.”

“Oh my god, are you okay?”



Chappter Three
BACK TO SCHOOL. AGAIN.

I hope, as a senior, I’'m not expected to participate in the archaic
ritual of tormenting freshmen. Putting them in trash cans. Pantsing
them.

Second period, I am the teacher’s assistant for the criminology
class. Deputy Broomfield, the instructor, is someone I’ve known for
years. Sometimes, when Larry is unavailable, I’ll go on a ride-along
with him. It’s not as much fun. He’s older and prefers to sit at the
station and wait for a call instead of patrolling our assigned area. Once
I found out I was going to be his TA, I did a shift with him so I could
ask about his class and find out what he’d be teaching. He gave me
the class list and I noticed most of the students, the ones I knew, were
primarily “delinquents”. I wonder why they’d want to take his class.
Do they think they’re going to get some kind of inside information?

As I make my way up the ramp to the portable classroom, a
chubby girl, with bleached-blonde hair and makeup caked over her
acne-covered face, points at me and says, “Hey! Smoker!” What is
she talking about? She looks familiar, but I don’t know her.

“I saw that guy smoking at the gas station,” she announces to the
class — and deputy Broomfield. I can feel my face turning red and
getting hot. Broomfield ignores her and tells the class to settle down
so he can go over the syllabus. He’s always calm and soft-spoken.
They’re going to eat him alive. No matter what grade you’re in, or
how old you are, the first day of school sucks.

That stupid bitch. I’ve managed to keep my smoking hidden for
three years. Roy hates smoking. If he tells Larry and Larry tells my
mom, then I’m fucked. That’s one of the reasons I liked the graveyard
shift at the gas station. Plenty of time to sneak off and have a cigarette
without worrying about the whole town driving by. I can smoke out
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back of the photo lab, but my dad and his employees use the same
parking lot. On one hand, there isn’t much traffic, so I don’t have to
hide, but the downside is that nearly every car that drives by back
there will know me. Know my parents.

Now that I don’t have a car any more, I’'m back to riding the bus.
Pretty sure I’'m the only senior on here. I sit by myself and nobody
talks to me. Am I feared or pitied? I was getting rides with Tommy
and Bobby for the first couple weeks of school, but they decided they
didn’t want to take me any more. Bobby did, more like. Even though
Tommy was the one driving. I’ve known both of these guys since
Kindergarten. Tommy and I have been best friends here and there for
at least four of those years. I’ve never much liked Bobby. He’s kind of
an idiot. I mean, Tommy isn’t a genius either, but Bobby doesn’t seem
capable of an original thought.

“Hey, Smoker!” This has been going on for a month.

“Hey, Mean Girl.”

“I saw you get off the bus this morning.”

“Yeah?” Now she has something else to embarrass me with.

“Well, I can give you a ride. Seniors shouldn’t have to take the
bus.” I give her my address and she agrees to pick me up the next
morning. Let’s hope this isn’t some cruel prank where I’'m going to
miss the bus because I’'m waiting for a ride.

The next morning, seven-fifteen, Amber races up my driveway in
a white, full-size Bronco. That’s a relief. My parents have extra cars,
but they won’t let me borrow any of them. My dad sold the Toyota to
my cousin, Rick. It might be smashed up, but it still runs. Even with a
quarter-million miles on it.

“Damn! Did you bathe in cologne?”

“Oh, sorry.” 1 snuck a cigarette in the driveway while everyone
else is still mostly asleep inside. Then I added a few drops from this
pocket-flask sample my mom gave me from the makeup counter so I
wouldn’t smell like an ashtray when I got in Amber’s car.

“No, it’s okay. I kinda like it. What is it?”

“Umm, CK One.”

She’s unusually nice to me the whole drive to school. The nicer
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she is, the more I worry she has some trick up her sleeve for when we
get to school. About halfway up Deadwood, she points down road 420
and says that’s where she lives.

“Whoa, then it’s way out of your way to pick me up.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. You shouldn’t have to ride the bus.”

She pulls into a spot in the senior lot and jumps out, shouting
and banging on the lifted, black truck next to us. A friend of hers, I
suppose. We didn’t even pull into the lot at the same time, so there’s
no way they could have cut us off or anything. Throwing my backpack
over one shoulder, I thank her for the ride and we say our goodbyes,
until the next period.

In crim class, Amber is still being nice to me. Not calling me
“Smoker” any more. She invites me to sit in the back row with her.
I don’t actually do anything in this class besides take attendance and
occasionally run errands for Deputy Broomfield. Otherwise, I sit at
the teacher’s desk, off to the side, while he lectures. It’s all day-one
stuff for me, but I like hearing it explained in different words.

After that day, I sit at a desk in the back row, between Amber
and Rey. She picks me up most mornings and we talk awkwardly for
the forty-minute drive to school. Awkward for me. She seems to be
at ease in any situation. Making conversation with me. Shouting at
someone from across a crowded courtyard. Disrupting the class by
mocking the teacher. I can’t put myself out there like that. Sometimes
we get absorbed in conversation during class and Broomfield has to
shut us up. Most of the time, we just pass notes.

Homecoming and a full season of football games come and go. |
don’t go to any. Once, I dressed up on Friday for “Spirit Day”. They
do it every week. Some theme or gimmick to encourage the football
team to play good or something. Felt like a dumbass the whole time.
I’ll stick to my jeans and Beatles t-shirts from here on out.

“What’s it mean when you’re having sex and you lose your
erection?” Amber asks me one morning on our drive to school. One
of the last times we’ll ride together. When we come back from winter
break, I’'m going to be able to take one of my parents’ cars.

“Uh, what?” I think she’s trying to make a joke, but she’s asking
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me in all seriousness. Going on, she tells me about how she was having
sex with this guy, Jesse, and about a minute into it, he went soft. |
pretend like I don’t know what that means or why it would happen.

In second period, she passes me a note, asking if I’ve seen the
movie ‘Psycho’. I write back that I have and some reference to
Hitchcock to make me sound smart. She doesn’t know who that is. In
fact, she’s not even talking about the 1960 film, but the new version.
It’s playing at a theater in Fresno tonight and she wants me to go.
When I was in eighth grade, I went on a couple movie dates with my
girlfriend, Sarah. My parents drove us and sat in the theater, a couple
of rows behind us. Is this my first real date?

It’s always a pain in the ass to get off campus at lunch time. While
everyone else is racing to the nearest fast-food joint, hoping to get
back to the school in an hour, I get to casually clock in for work at one.
If they’d offset the lunch periods, that would cut the traffic in half and
create far less stress on the limited restaurants in town.

Pulling into the lot behind the one-hour photo, I go through the
back door and beeline for the front door, before anyone can stop me
or ask any questions. “Every step I take reminds me of just how we
used to be.” That’s what Brad has written on the white board today.
Hmmm. Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.

Vons has its usual crowd of students around the Panda Express
and deli counters. I grab a gallon of orange juice, a one-pound bag of
peanut butter M&Ms and a banana-nut muffin from the bakery and
head to the checkout counter furthest away from the throng of teens.
I’1l be enjoying my lunch alone, in the back room of the lab, like I do
every day.

Before I pull on my white, cotton glove and actually get to work,
I slip out the back for a cigarette, ducking behind Shaun’s Jeep. Brad
rode his motorcycle today, otherwise I’d have good cover. I balance
a fine-tip sharpie on the counter and, taking a final slug from the OJ,
balance the half-full container upside-down on the pen. It’s a gallon
jug, but it balances easily. The M&Ms go with me to the printer, so |
can have a few between each roll that I process. From the looks of it,
I’11 be doing thirty rolls an hour until we close.
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Brad likes it when I get here. He’s in the lab all morning and since
only one of us can operate the machine at a time, he gets to do random
goof-off stuff when I take over. He runs the sheets of unprocessed film
through the chemical baths for me and in between, plays around in
Photoshop or shoots negatives from old photos people bring in. He
must be trying to compete with me to see who can be the most adept
photo specialist. Classic rock aficionado. Chess player. I get it, dude,
you’re like fifteen years older than me.

That’s something we’ve been doing a lot of after work. When
I don’t have explorers going on, Brad and I meet down at the little
Mexican cafe at the bottom of the hill and play chess while we snack
on nachos. The owners of the restaurant, Kieth and Denise, play, too.
We’ll often stay several hours after closing. Though, seven o’clock is
a strange time to close a restaurant, even in this area.

I like Kieth. He’s quiet, thoughtful, always paying attention to
everything going on around him. His wife is the complete opposite.
Not that she isn’t nice enough. She’s just loud and gossipy. Always
jumping into everyone’s conversations. They have a very Jack Sprat
vibe going on. Sometimes, Brad’s wife, Rebecca, comes in, but she
doesn’t have much interest in chess and that seems to be the main
focus of our congregation aside from discussions on music, philosophy
or history. It’s strange how so many people marry their complete
opposites. Either way, my favorite part about hanging out here after
work is that these guys treat me like peers. They might be in their
thirties, but it doesn’t feel like they’re spying on me or trying to parent
me. They aren’t talking down to me, most of the time.

I can’t hang out and play chess tonight, I tell Brad. He makes a big
congratulatory show of my having a date and wishing me luck. Sly
chuckle. Nudge, nudge. Eyeroll. The last one is me.

I recently bought an old Firebird. Not that old, I guess. Sixteen
years. It was running good enough to drive it home, but when I went
to Oakhurst to get it smogged, it blew up and started smoking. I had
Shaun and his girlfriend, Cassidy, with me and we had to wait by the
side of the road for an hour until a tow truck arrived. My dad says
we’re going to have to rebuild the whole engine. They’re going to let
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me take the Metro to the movies tonight. It’s kind of an embarrassing
little car. My mom makes an attempt at a joke about it not having a
back seat or something. I respond by saying I’'m a master of Geo-
physics.

Surprisingly, the remake of the film is pretty good. Usually they
suck, but this one is fairly true to the original. Amber says she didn’t
like it.
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ALWAYS SOVETHING THERE TO REMIND ME

I scribble my answer on the board while Brad is out on break.
That’s the longest it’s taken either of us to solve a song lyric. When he
sees it and confirms the answer, I’ll erase it and put my own up there.
I have a few good ones I’ve been saving the last couple weeks, while
I’ve been trying to figure out this most recent line.

Winter is the slow season up here. Hardly any events for the
explorers to work. Nothing exciting happens on ride-alongs. No
tourists acting like jackasses up at the lake or en route to Yosemite.
With the daily ice and snow, most folks don’t even drive if they have
a choice.

We’re closed on Sundays and only open four hours on Saturdays.
Sometimes I’ll have an afternoon ride-along, but otherwise, I'm
hanging out — trying to figure out all of the details for my senior project.
I still have to do that. They haven’t explained to me which class the
project gives credit to, and since I have my required credits, they can’t
exactly bar me from graduating if [ don’t do it. I mean, I want to put
on the event, but I’'m not so keen on doing a presentation about it to
a bunch of teachers and student-council members. Dancing-monkey
bullshit.

Amber works at the Pines Bakery. She goes in at three in the
morning. That explains why she saw me smoking at the gas station
last summer. Every other weekend, once the roads are clear, I get her
some candy or random trinkets from the Hallmark store and go up to
the bakery at five a.m. to surprise her. I think she finds it embarrassing,
especially in front of her boss, John. Kathy, John’s wife, thinks it’s
funny and cute. [ know her already. From Vons. She must be crazy.
Coming here in the middle of the night to get the bakery going, then
working the morning shift at the grocery store bakery, then back here
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to close up shop and prep for the next day.

It might be a bit much. The early-morning visits. Stuffed animals,
greeting cards. Seems like this is how they do it in the movies and, I
mean, why would there be a Hallmark store if not for this very reason?
We’re not officially a couple or anything. We haven’t even kissed,
but we go out to dinner and a movie every week or so. Always the
same routine. Some mid-scale chain restaurant, then the latest feature
film at the new theater - the only one with stadium-style seating in
town. Fresno, that is. Oakhurst has one four-screen theater with about
forty or fifty seats per room. It’s convenient, and they get the latest
movies, but for the experience of sitting fifty-feet up, being blasted
out in surround sound, the extra drive is worth it.

A couple times per month, I go to the soccer games to watch Amber
play. She doesn’t spend much time talking to me or wanting to hang
out after. Usually I can walk her to her car, but that’s about it. Her
best friend, Tori, is on the team and I sit with Tori’s dad, Bob, during
the games. He used to be in a famous band. Back in the seventies.
Soccer games are boring, so most of the time we just talk about music.
He shares some of his rock-star stories. Hiding from fans with Paul
McCartney and that sort of thing.

Corey’s step-dad let me borrow his twelve-string Rickenbacker
guitar so Tori and I can play Across The Universe’ at the school talent
show. Not really something I want to do, but she asked me to perform
it with her and it’s a good opportunity to get closer to her dad. And
Amber. We’ll rehearse at her house and there’s a good chance they’ll
both be there.

Prom is coming up in a few weeks. I don’t dance. Can’t dance. In
junior high, I went to most of the dances. Once or twice, I attempted to
join in on the group fast-dances and felt foolish, so I kept myself to the
slow dances after that. My friends would make fun of me for dancing
with the less popular girls, calling them “fat” or “ugly”.

Now that we don’t share our daily rides to school, I only see
Amber for second period. Well, there are a few times we have classes
across campus and if I take a particular route and time it right, I’ll
run into her. Sometimes after work, she’ll come down to the cafe and
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play chess with us. Mostly, she and Denise will gossip and cackle.
For those of us who actually want to work on our chess game, it’s a
welcome relief, having someone to occupy Denise.

After Broomfield’s class, I ask her if she wants to go to prom with
me. I figured I should ask her in person, versus in the notes we pass
back and forth in class. I’ve been feeling anxious about this moment
all week. Especially during class today. I have to pee.

“Umm, yeah, maybe.”

“Okay.” I don’t know what that means, but I suppose I have to
take whatever answer she gives. It would be rude or pushy to ask for
clarification, right?

The next day, she’s gone back to teasing me and being mean, like
the beginning of the year. In class, she’s sitting in the seat in front of
Rey so I can’t sit next to her. The closest I can get is diagonal and
behind. Instead, I take my seat back at the big desk in the corner.

During class, I can hear her telling Rey and some of the girls about
how she’s going to prom with this guy, Brian. Obviously, loud enough
so I can hear. Broomfield shushes her a couple of times. She’s just
putting on a show.

As soon as the bell rings, Amber heads straight out the door and
down the ramp, not waiting to walk with me across campus, as is our
routine. I guess that’s my answer right there. Still, I need to ask her
about it. I wait around in the parking lot at lunch, but she never comes
out to her truck. Either she went off with someone else without me
seeing, or she stayed on campus.

There’s nobody else I want to ask to prom. It’s not really my thing,
anyway. | don’t even have a decent suit and what would I do about a
car? Then spend three hours in a room with two-hundred other people,
trying to find any excuse not to dance. Making my best attempt to
include myself in the shouting and laughing she’s doing with her
friends while trying not to hover. Then, we’ll go back to the Tenaya.
That’s where everyone gets rooms after prom. Another couple hours of
drinking and acting foolish then back to our room for the opportunity
to have half-drunken sex. She’d be the drunk half. I haven’t drank
since last year. Even though I wouldn’t be driving anywhere after the
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lodge, I’d still feel like I’d have to stay sober. In case of an emergency.
And since we’re all under age. No, I’'m not going to ask somebody
else to prom.

There are a couple of girls in fifth period I like. That’s my favorite
class. Peer communications. It’s like therapy and counseling skills.
There’s only fifteen of us in the class and we’re all pretty good friends.
Amy and I have hung out a couple of times outside of school and
I seem to have a connection with Jasmine. | feel comfortable being
around her. But they’re both pretty, popular girls. Not the kind of
people who seem like they would be interested in the nerdy, teachers-
pet type.

After prom, Amber is back to being my friend again. It must
not have gone well. She’s wanting to joke around and go on our
regular dates. Hang out and play chess at night. She doesn’t offer any
explanation, but as some sort of consolation prize, says she’ll walk
with me at graduation.



Chapter Cfive
| HAVE PLENTY TO DO TO FILL ™Y TIMVIE.

Fair season is coming up. I’m in charge of making sure we have
enough explorers to cover the parking lots, the radios and any other
tasks we’re doing. It’s all volunteer. Well, the department gets paid, but
none of that money goes to us directly. It’s used to put on our training
and to send members of our group to conferences and competitions.
We must be doing pretty well for the last year or so. When I first
joined, only three explorers could go to a single out of town event per
year. It had to be reserved for the best of the best. This year, anyone
who regularly attends meetings and volunteers at the community
events can go to as many seminars and on as many trips as they want.

Every morning, I get up before six, take about a half-hour to shower
and get dressed, then head up the hill. I’'m glad the snow is over. I
got rear-ended five times this year coming down Deadwood and on
the high school road. Always by people I knew from school. Always
no damage or injuries. Some mornings, I meet Shaun for breakfast.
Especially on Friday, when neither of us have a first period, so we
don’t have to be at school until nine.

After class, at lunch, I spend fifteen minutes traveling the two miles
from campus to work. After six, our routine would be to head down
to Kieth’s restaurant for dinner and games. Now that [ have Challenge
coming up in a couple weeks, most every night is spent working on
that. Sure, I can hang out there and work on my project, but it’s too
distracting, wanting to talk music and play chess. My dad’s business
is at the other end of the shopping center from the photo lab and they
have a full room of top-of-the-line computers that I can use. Not that
I need anything special to work on spreadsheets and word documents.
They’re nice for taking breaks to play some video games with Shaun.

So far, we have about four-hundred explorers coming from around
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the state. Plus another eighty or one-hundred officers. Eight classes and
competitions. I’ve really gone overboard, doing some things that have
never been done for an event like this before. CHP is bringing their
semi-truck that’s outfitted with screens for firearm training. Different
outcomes are controlled by a guy in the back at a computer, so it’s less
target practice and more tactical scenarios. A big, interactive shooting
gallery.

The school agreed to let us build a little house on the ag farm
and burn it down for our arson investigation training. It’s more like
a shack than a house. The arson and tactical classes at these events
have always been theoretical. This will be the first time they’ll be able
to have practical training and competitions. I have some of the best
instructors in their fields teaching the classes. Oh, and In-N-Out is
bringing their mobile restaurant to cater lunch — for free!

At this point, every waking moment that I’m not in school or at
work, I’'m doing explorer stuff. Planning every aspect of this event.
Working out accommodations for five-hundred people with the local
hotels. Arranging plaques and trophies with the local sign shop. Shaun
helps me out where he can. He really wants to video the whole thing
and edit it together for the closing ceremonies. I’d prefer to have all
hands on deck from our group. We have maybe fifty or sixty in our
post and they’ll need to be helping the attendees find classes. We’ll
need an assistant for each instructor. Runners. But if Shaun really
wants to spend the day making a video instead of playing second-in-
command for the whole event, I’ll let him. He’s my friend, after all,
and [ wouldn’t want to stress our friendship over it.

Friday night. Challenge is tomorrow. Shaun and I have been at
the school since class ended, trying to get everything ready. If I race
home, I’ll be able to get three hours sleep before I have to get up
and come back. I should stay at Shaun’s or something. He only lives
right up the road. They’re weird about their house, though. I’ve been
over there several times, to pick Shaun up or so he can run in and get
something, but I’ve never been invited in.

Since I’'m driving explorers back and forth all the time, I have
my parents’ van. The same behemoth we took to the Grand Canyon.
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The roads are deserted. The weather is clear. I can coast down the
mountain and be home in no time. This was almost the case.

When I went over the last hump, just before my turn-off, I came
right up behind a CHP cruiser. I wasn’t even paying attention to how
fast I was going. Way over the speed limit. He definitely caught me
on the radar. He didn’t even take the time to get behind me or run my
plates, his lights came on instantly.

Of course, it’s the guy who’s teaching my traffic stop class
tomorrow! He recognizes me at the window, too. I still have on my
dress uniform. After giving me shit about driving too fast, he writes
me a ticket for 64 in a 55, so I can go to traffic school and get it off
my record, he says. The penalty for 91 in a 55 is a lot more severe,
apparently. Then he tells me to hurry up and get home, he’ll be seeing
me at eight. I’ll be there at six, [ don’t say. I should have slept on the
fold-out couch in the back of this van.

Aside from being exhausted, everything happens without any
delays or disruptions. Every class, competition and even lunch happen
flawlessly. That is, until we get to the closing ceremonies. Shaun spent
all day shooting video and had the last two hours to edit a ten or
fifteen minute montage together to play on the projector. He even had
a couple of the newbie explorers to help him out all day. It didn’t get
done. Now we have no centerpiece for this gymnasium full of tired
and eager visitors. On top of that, the plaques that should have been
engraved with the winning team’s names aren’t ready, so we’ll be
giving away blank plaques and mailing them the engraved awards
later. That was Shaun’s guy, too. I really thought he had it together.
He seems like a responsible guy. He works at his parents’ relatively
successful business. Most teenagers are completely irresponsible, but
I thought Shaun was more grown up. That’s twice he dropped the ball
today. The only two hiccups in an otherwise immaculate execution.

As if this day hasn’t gone on long enough, our post is having a
celebratory dinner after Challenge is over. Patting themselves on the
back for a job well done. Not that anybody did anything until the
day of. Those months of planning and organizing? That was me by
myself. I don’t even want to go, but I kinda have to.
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They give out a bunch of awards. I get several. DARE instructor
certification, ten-thousand hours of community service, perfect
attendance and explorer of the year. I guess it’s a big deal, like the DI
award at the leadership camp. Not something they give out every year
just for the sake of giving it out. I’m starting to realize after all this is
over — high school, explorers - none of it is going to mean anything.
All the awards in the world aren’t going to get me a good job, family,
life. I got a few college scholarships. Not enough to go to a university
or anything, but they’ll pay for my first couple semesters in Fresno.
They might not even matter. The Sheriff wants me to go straight to the
academy after graduation. They’re going to pay for it all, so it seems
like that’s what I’1l be doing.

Everyone who “put on” Challenge gets an award, which means
everyone here. They even give Shaun a special award for his extra
time spent working on it. I mean, everyone knows this was my project,
right? Even after he screwed the pooch twice today, he’s still being
commended. I know they’re grooming him to take over when I leave,
but let’s at least be honest with each other.

“We’re so proud of you,” my mom says, forcing a hug on me.
She’s always proud of me when it’s doing things she wants me to do,
but when it’s things I care about, like music, they’re “stupid” and a
“waste of time”. I don’t see how anything is a waste of my time if it’s
what I want to be doing. Not every moment of my life needs to be
spent pursuing the goals she’s set out for me. If it were up to her, I’d
be done with the academy, married, owning a house, with a baby and
another on the way, within the next two years.

She’s turned around on this police thing. When I first started, she
thought it was too dangerous and the situations were inappropriate.
Now she thinks it’s something I should do for the rest of my life. I
don’t see how it’s any safer or a better job than the Army. Apparently,
I scored pretty high on that military test and the recruiter has been
bugging me a lot lately to “hang out” or take me to lunch. He wants
me to sign up, saying I could have any job I wanted. I told him drill
instructor, but then he said he meant more like computers or rocketry.
Espionage technology could be cool. My mom gave a hard no to any
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prospects in the Army, saying it’s too dangerous.

Corey and Brent keep talking about getting a house together and
being able to practice music every day. Brent and I have decided to
get an apartment together after this summer. Corey is welcome to join
us, but he’s been dating this girl, Angelica. A total Yoko. Comes to
our rehearsals and just sits there, never talking to anyone except to
whisper things to Corey. They work together at the movie theater in
Fresno. The one that I go to with Amber. I don’t like this chick. She’s
way too controlling and I can’t see us getting a house with Corey and
not having her take over.

Skip, the bass player, already lives in Fresno. That’ll be convenient
when we move, but at the present, it’s a pain in the ass. Even though
we only practice on Sunday, and never before noon, he can’t seem
to make it on time. He doesn’t even have a job or anything. It was a
lot easier when he lived up here - not far from Brent. We’d show up
at his house and set up the gear in the living room, blasting him out
with some Blink or Motley Crue if the sound of us lugging equipment
through his kitchen didn’t wake him.

After a few rehearsals without him, we load up in the Maverick
and blindly navigate our way to Skip’s apartment. He hasn’t been
answering his phone. Brent is the only one who’s been there and that
was a while ago. We know he lives behind the Food King, but that’s
about it.

“Pretty sure this is it. One of those upstairs places,” Brent says,
pointing at the old, Victorian house that’s been converted into a
fourplex of apartments. A few rings of the doorbell doesn’t gain us
any response.

“HEEEYYY!! SKIIIIIPPP!!” Shit, I hate when people yell in
public. I especially hate when they do it right next to me.

I cringe as Corey starts honking his horn. Brent is still shouting at
the upstairs windows of this building. I’d like to disappear.

Miraculously, it works. Shirtless, barefoot and rubbing his eyes,
Skip plods out onto the balcony, acting surprised that we’d be there.
Seemingly unaware that he was supposed to be at rehearsal six hours
ago.
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“We can’t just drive to town to retrieve him every week. That’s
stupid!”

“It’s only until August, then we move. Plus, how many other bass
players do we know?”

“Well, there’s John.”

“Dude, he sucked. What even happened to that guy?”

“Okay, what about Abe?” Brent’s brother. He played with us a few
times. Better player than Skip or John, but we never know when he’s
going to disappear. I’ve known Brent for almost ten years and I’ve
only seen Abe maybe three times. Hardly a better prospect than Skip.

“Shit, I don’t know. Let’s put an ad up at the music store.”

“And they’re going to drive all the way up here?”

“It’s just for a few months.”

And this is the same basic argument they have every week. |
volunteered to move to bass, but we all agreed that for the music
we’re playing, lead guitar 1s pretty important. If Brent and Corey took
over the main singing duties and Brent played bass, I could cover both
of the guitar parts on my own. A Police setup. He’s not interested.
Wants to play clunky, forced, soulless rhythm guitar. We need to
figure something out. Our first gig is in a few months. It’s just a party
that Corey’s parents are throwing, but there should be about a hundred
people there. We also agreed we’d record a demo CD before then.

Fuckin’ Skip, man.



Chapter Six
1 DECIDE TO BUY THE RORBE.

My parents say I should rent it, but [ don’t want to wear something
that’s been used before. Maybe I’ll need it again. If I ever become a
wizard or something. It’s my money, anyway. I’ve saved up quite a bit
from the lab job. What I’m not spending on gas, driving that van fifty
or a hundred miles a day.

I’m the first in my generation to graduate high school, so they all
make a big hoopla about it. The first grandchild or nephew or whatever
to do this basic thing that everyone has to do.

My mom insists on throwing a party. She wants to do it right after
the ceremony, but I tell her that I’'m going to want to go out with
my friends. She keeps trying to involve me in the planning. Picking
out the food, choosing who to invite. It doesn’t really matter, she’s
going to invite whoever she wants. The same group that goes to every
celebratory event. I don’t want my racist uncle there. Or the creepy
cousins. But they’re invited to holidays out of obligation. Family.

“I don’t care. It’s your party.”

“You ungrateful piece of shit!” She half-stands from her position
on the floor, surrounded by papers, and slaps me in the face. “I do all
this for you and you don’t appreciate anything.”

“I’ve already told you that I don’t want a party, so if you’re going
to have one, just do whatever you want and I’1l show up.”

She yells at me, hits me, pleads with me to do it “for her”” and “put
on a happy face”. Cries about how hard her life is. Gets angry again.
It’s the usual routine. I guess I can go now. We’ll try to squeeze in the
same argument tomorrow, I’m sure. At least with the van, I can spend
most of the day away from the house. Work, the last couple weeks
of school, explorer meetings, chess games. Lots of reasons not to go
home.
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Most people are sad that they’re going to be losing their friend
groups. Moving away. Going to college. Starting a life. I don’t care. |
mean, [ have some friends, but most of them aren’t going anywhere.
Corey graduated a couple years ago. I wouldn’t consider most of the
people in my class my friends. I was already forced to move and start
a life away from my real friends three years ago.

On top of my graduation cap, I paint “Give Peace a Chance”
around a large peace sign with gold puff-paint. They have us sitting in
order of grade-point average — for the highest partner in the walking
pair, but everyone could choose who they walked with. It makes about
as much sense as their classroom numbering. However they figured it
out, we’re in the second row.

A bunch of cliche, droning speeches. Everyone cheers. The same
tired, pseudo-inspirational, “senior anthem” songs that have been
playing all year. Everyone Cheers. Awards. Cheers. Valedictorian.
Cheers. Two-hundred-nineteen more cheers as they announce each
name and we march up the steps, each person posing with thumbs up
or fake-tripping as they walk past the principal.

There’s two things worse than sitting through this two-hour torture
session. First, when we all threw our caps at the end of the ceremony,
as we’d been instructed at rehearsal, mine didn’t make it back. While
everyone was hugging and talking to each other like they hadn’t spent
the last four years together, I looked around. Then, I looked again
after the football field had cleared out. Someone must’ve taken it. But
there aren’t any extra caps on the ground, so they didn’t take mine by
mistake. To top it all off, I have to fake-smile, sans cap, for about forty
photos. Aunts, uncles, grandparents, parents, siblings, grade-school-
friends-my-parents-know, Larry, Shaun, Corey.

I didn’t make any plans for after graduation. Amber and Tori and
their crew are going to hang out at the coffee shop on 41. They mostly
sit in the parking lot, smoking weed and clove cigarettes. Sneaking
sips from a warm bottle of jack or flavored vodka from someone’s
trunk.

Corey and I decide to cruise to Fresno for a movie and Jamba
Juice. Not the exciting graduation night most people look forward to.
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Seeing as | skipped the dances, senior trips and every other event, it’s
about the most celebratory thing I’ve done all year.

Now that he’s twenty-one, Corey can get us alcohol any time.
I should take advantage of that, but I don’t have much interest in
drinking. Doesn’t matter if it’s beer, shots or wine coolers, I get sick.
Two drinks and I’'m throwing up. I’d smoke some weed if we could
get some.

Maybe Corey’s holding out on me. He’s all wound up and goofy
tonight. Laughing so hard at the movie that he’s sliding out of his seat.
It’s funny, but not fall-on-the-floor funny. Maybe he’s excited to see
Angelica. She’s working at the popcorn counter and I’d bet we’ll be
hanging out with her after she gets off.

I haven’t known Corey to have the best luck with women. There
was Marnie, who he was with since, like, eighth grade. She’s the one
who cheated on him with Dustin, back when we worked at Taco Bell.
Then there was this girl he met online. I think she lived in Indiana.
They used to chat for hours every night. After a few months, he paid
for a bus ticket to bring her to California. She stayed with him, at his
mom’s house, for about two weeks, then we never heard from or about
her again.

And now, there’s Angelica. She’s little and young, but I don’t see
how she challenges Corey at all. He’s always trying to invent little
devices, write software, make codes. She has no interest in any of
those things. She’d rather talk about the latest TV show. A means-
to-an-end mentality, the same as I was raised. She wants a house,
children, someone to take care of her. Her own refrigerator, big-screen
TV. A dog. Maybe Corey wants those same things. Though, in four
years, he’s never expressed that to me. Except the TV. He already
has a dog. Either way, he must be willing to provide these things to
her in exchange for...sex? Someone to tell him she loves him? Even
though Marnie was a bitch, at least she encouraged Corey’s creative
side instead of trying to crush his inner child.

Skip doesn’t show up, again, for our next session. We’re supposed
to be recording. Fuck it. We can record without him. It’s a pretty half-
assed recording setup. We don’t know what we’re doing. A little four-
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channel mixing board into the stereo-in on the computer. Without
bass, at least we’ll be able to record the guitars on separate tracks.
One mic on the drums. I know this isn’t the way it’s supposed to be
done, but we have what we have.

Brent and Corey have the same argument about kicking Skip out
of the band while I set up the mics. It takes three or four hours to
record a few takes of each song. Around four, after we’ve listened
back to the recordings for the first time and decided which takes to
keep, Skip rattles up the driveway in his old Volkswagen Beetle.

“Hey! I’'m here! Let’s do this!” He’s flinging his nylon bass guitar
case over his shoulder.

“Right on time!” Corey laughs, passing him a CD with the
handwritten title, Skip-Free and Proud, scribbled across the front in
fresh sharpie.



C%ﬁ/@é&v Teren
MY PARENTS ARE OUT 0F TOWN.

I love having the house to myself. They’ll still have their friends
“drop by” to spy on me, but now that [ have a car, I don’t even have
to be here. The best part is being able to smoke any time I want. The
second best part is not having to always be looking over my shoulder,
having everything I do and say be judged and criticized. Only a few
more weeks until Brent and I move out. Our plan is to get an apartment
when school starts. I hope this feeling of freedom is what it’s like all
the time when living on my own.

Since graduation, I’ve been working on the Firebird with my dad and
it’s finally running and registered. I have my own car! Not something
I need to ask permission to use or that’s going to be inspected after
each time I drive it. The entire engine had to be disassembled, cleaned
and put back together. The guy I bought it from left it sitting for a few
years in his back yard, so the oil had basically turned to mud. That
explains why it blew up when I took it to Oakhurst, even though I had
changed the oil. Last week, I put in a new stereo and speakers. Most
nights, I’1l just sit outside, in the front seat, listening to music while I
detail the inside. My little sanctuary away from the house. I’ve been
on a big eighties new-wave kick lately.

It looks fast, but it’s not. It has the smallest engine they made for the
Firebird. Last week, when Amber and I went to town, we were sitting
at the stoplight across from the movie theater and an old Mustang,
maybe a ‘66, pulled up on the left side and started revving his engine
like he wanted to race. On the right side, a Corvette stopped at the
light. I let my car inch forward to the line, egging them on. When the
light turned green, the Mustang peeled out, leaving the Corvette and
my Firebird in it’s dust. Neither of us even made an attempt to race
him. Behind us, red and blue lights appeared as a PD cruiser flew by,
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in pursuit of the Mustang. Lucky for me, my car is slow.

Amber and I usually do our date on Monday or Tuesday, since she
works weekends. That’s better for me, anyway. Crowded spaces make
me shrivel up inside. Seems like no matter what day we go, we’ll run
into someone from high school. We only go to the same five places,
though.

She’s often bitter about working long hours. Summer at Bass Lake.
They go into work three hours before opening to start baking and then
there will be a line out the door past closing time. When I worked the
day shift at the Chevron, it would get like that in the tourist season.
Everyone heading to the lake or Yosemite. I don’t miss it. The photo
lab is only a little busier in summer. People take more vacation photos
and such, but our customers are all locals. Tourists might only make
up ten percent of our business. It takes longer to get my orange juice
and M&M’s at Vons before work, so that kinda sucks.

Normally, I’d park the car, go to the door, say hi to her mom and
stepdad. Tonight, Amber comes out of the house and meets me in
the driveway to say she can’t go out. I ask if she’s in trouble and if
everything is alright, but she doesn’t want to talk about it and goes
back inside. My week of freedom isn’t off to a great start.

I’ve been hanging out with this other girl sometimes. Michelle.
She’s a couple years younger than me, but she’s pretty and fun. She
thinks I’m smart and funny. Her dad is a truck driver, so he’s gone for
days at a time.

Her house is down the street from mine. A short detour and I
can drive by to see if the lights are on - and if her dad’s truck is in
the driveway. Looks like Justin is there. He’s kinda going out with
Michelle’s sister, Heidi. We’ve gone to school together since maybe
second grade. They used to call him “Bubbles”, but he’s lost a lot
of weight. He’s always wearing a trenchcoat, or a duster, more
specifically. I wonder why he doesn’t get harassed at school like Brent
and Brendan. Short hair? Not a reclusive weirdo? Has a rich family?
Brendan has a rich family, but dresses in dirty, torn clothes and looks
unkempt, so you’d never know.

Amber hates smoking, so I have to hide it from her, same as with
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my mom. Wash my hands and brush my teeth before I see her. This
whole group smokes. Makes things feel a lot more comfortable.
Except they smoke inside. Ashtray on the dining room table. I don’t
like that. I prefer to smoke outside. It’s the same at Brent’s house. His
parents and his sister all smoke inside and the house feels gross.

We hang out for an hour or so at Heidi and Michelle’s until
someone suggests we go to Fresno and wander around the bookstores
and coffee shops. Cool. Brent and I got tickets to see Foreigner next
week and [ wanted to pick up some of their music before the concert.
I only know about five of their hit songs.

I want to drive my car. It’s a Firebird - it’s fun and cool and still
new and novel. Justin has a little, green Tercel, which has enough
room for the four of us, but is not nearly as fun. There must be an
unspoken rule that it’s not going to be two guys in the front seat and
two girls in the back. He’s not wanting to ride in the back seat of my
car. He may have lost weight, but he’s still a big guy. Tall. Bulky. In
the end, Michelle and I decide to take my car while he and Heidi go
in his Toyota.

The girls both want to drive. My car is a beast and I’'m still working
out the kinks, so that’s a no-go from me. Plus, these girls are only
fifteen and don’t have their licenses. Justin lets Heidi drive his car. It’s
a pretty straight shot from here to the main road to the highway for
twenty miles.

Once we’re out on the two-lane highway, Heidi starts messing
around. Speeding up and slowing down. Getting dangerously close to
my bumper. Flashing the lights. I’'m used to it. Corey does this kind
of stuff all the time.

We’re just past the forest service road, about a mile from the rocky
outcroppings where everyone gets in wrecks. Heidi is racing up to
my bumper again and I feel a tap. My wheel jerks to the right and the
tires jump the two-inch curb that separates us from a sixty-foot drop.
This old muscle car sits so low to the ground, sparks are coming up
from the undercarriage scraping on the asphalt curb. I yank the wheel
to the left and rev the engine, sending the car back onto the safety of
the highway.
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Deja vu. I feel like this has happened before. All of the sounds are
so familiar. Maybe I’'m dreaming. I don’t remember going to sleep. I
feel disoriented, but I didn’t take any drugs. The swirling lights and
loud noises remind me of this dream I had.

“Aah! My back is broken! I can’t feel my legs!” Michelle is
screaming from the seat next to me. There are a dozen or so people
crowded around, helping me out of the car. I vomit several times on
the asphalt next to my door. I try to comfort Michelle, but I think I
need to leave.

I can’t stand up on my own. After a few labored steps, I collapse
next to the mangled front end of my Firebird. The next time [ open my
eyes, Justin and Heidi are standing over me.

“Hey, Justin was driving, okay?”

“Huh?” I don’t know what she’s asking me.

“I was the one driving my car,” Justin reiterates.

“Huh?”

Michelle is still screaming in the background. The same thing
about her back and legs on repeat. Heidi runs over to check on her.

Brent’s sister, Melissa, is standing over me. What the hell is she
doing here? Shining a flashlight in my eyes. Now she’s cutting my
clothes off and I’'m laying in the middle of the road in my boxer shorts.

“I think you guys should help her,” I mumble, pointing toward
Michelle. “I’m okay. I just have a little stomach ache.”

“Someone is going to help her,” Melissa says, helping her partner
lift me onto a backboard. They tighten the nylon straps. Melissa’s
partner holds the board up on it’s side so I can puke onto the pavement.

The trip still takes over half an hour at code three. We’re going
to University Medical. The medic says they have the best trauma
center. What trauma? [ apologize profusely every time I vomit in his
ambulance. He brushes it off, lifting one side of my backboard from
the stretcher so I can throw up on the floor instead of aspirating my
own puke.

Next time [ wake up, I’'m in the hospital, surrounded by about ten
people. One nurse is telling me to drink a giant cup of some liquid she
says is charcoal. I’'m naked now. How embarrassing. They can all see
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the sores on my dick from masturbating too much. Another guy grabs
my abused penis and shoves a plastic tube up my pee-hole. I turn and
puke the entire Big-Gulp of charcoal juice all over him. Everyone
laughs.

I’m in the hallway. Alone. Naked. Tubes in my cock and nose and
arms. The sign on the wall next to me says “Imaging”. I don’t know
how long I’ve been here. Or how I got here.

Some time later — I have no idea how long it’s been, I don’t even
remember getting x-rayed or scanned — they’re wheeling me into an
elevator. There’s about six people. I think one of them is Larry. What
1s he doing here?

They must have given me something to prevent me from speaking.
I can’t hear my voice. I can’t hear anything. Everyone is talking,
but there’s no sound. Somehow I can read lips now. Larry is saying
something about CHP finding my badge in the visor of my car and
they called him.

There’s a bright light. White and round. It’s all I can see. What
room am [ in? I can look down and see my guts. [’'m covered in a blue,
paper sheet except a hole cut out around my abdomen. My insides are
outside.

I can see the daylight. Sunshine. A window. It’s coming from my
right. I can’t turn to look at it. I’'m stuck. My whole body is frozen.
Not even my head can turn. As my eyes clear, | can make out nylon
straps over my legs and torso. I’'m secured to a backboard. There’s a
collar around my neck. Did any of that actually happen? Why am I
still strapped to the backboard?

Grandma Nancy is saying something to me. I recognize her voice,
but I can’t understand any of it. She sounds so far away. I don’t know
if she is here or I’'m imagining it. I can only look straight up at the
acoustic tiles and fluorescent light fixtures.

“I said, your parents are on their way back.” She’s standing over
me now, pressing the button to page the nurse.



Qﬂa/aﬁefo Clght
SHORTEST VACATION EVER.

For both of us. By the time they flew to Florida, they were at Club
Med for a day and a half before having to try to find a flight back. I
only got a couple of days to myself, too.

I’m not sure how they all found out, but over the next few days,
just about everyone I’ve ever met comes to visit. Corey is there almost
every day. Larry is there quite a bit, when he’s not working. Shaun
comes, too. Conspicuously, only on the days Larry visits. This is a
good time to plot his takeover, it seems. Whatever. I was planning on
leaving the post next year anyway. I even get visits from Tommy and
David Kelly, who was one of my best friends in elementary school.
He’s leaving for college next week. Nearly half of my graduating class
comes to visit. Even people I didn’t know very well.

Every afternoon, around four o’clock, Amber drives the hour-and-
a-half from the bakery in Bass Lake to downtown Fresno. She laughs
and jokes, trying to lighten the mood. I have to try not to laugh. It
makes my staples hurt.

There’s always a crowd in my room. My mom has decided to
move in, so I don’t get any time to myself. She even insists on giving
me daily sponge baths. Gross. It’s a washcloth, not a sponge, but still.

I can’t sleep, so I play arcade emulators on my dad’s laptop at
night and in the morning, before guests start arriving. A nurse comes
in every couple hours to take my vitals or draw blood anyway, so
there’s no point in actually trying to sleep.

One night, my parents are getting ready to escort the daily visitors
out and Amber lags behind. Once everyone else has crossed the
threshold into the hallway, she turns and, barely audible, whispers, “I
love you,” to me and then runs out the door. Uhhhhh...

When I’'m able to walk around on my own, Corey and I roam
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the halls, IV cart in tow. We’re up on the third floor and there’s a
little rooftop patio. Well, it’s a door that goes to concrete and air
conditioners. Either way, we sneak out and share a cigarette. A stupid
idea for a lot of reasons. For one, my parents are right down the hall
and could see out these windows. There’s also no way I’ll be able to
wash the smell off of me in the next fifteen minutes, when I will have
to return to my room.

Brent took Brendan to the Foreigner concert, since [ wasn’t able to
go. He shows up one night with a pair of Styx tickets. They’re playing
the Madera fair.

“Nope. No way,” my mom starts.

“Come on. It’s like a month away and I’ll be almost eighteen by
then.”

“Almost, but not eighteen. You’re not going anywhere for a while.”

All through high school, I’ve never been allowed to go to concerts,
fairs or theme parks with my friends. Too dangerous, my mom says.
Not enough adult supervision. My favorite band played the Fresno
fair last year. Corey and Brent went, but I didn’t get to go.

The nurses say I have to take a shit before I can leave. I’ve been
able to eat normal food since the third day. On the fifth day, they took
away my morphine drip. By day eight, I was so used to the daily blood
draws, it didn’t even freak me out any more. Yesterday they took out
the staples and catheter. Twenty-two staples. The nurse yanked them
out with pliers. It wasn’t that bad. On the other hand, the catheter tube
was the most painful experience since I’ve been here. I thought I’d
throw up again as she yanked the clear plastic tube, hand over hand.
The nurse says that guy I puked on the first time is some trust-fund
intern and nobody likes him, so I’m a bit of a celebrity in the ER.

After my fourteen-day vacation, it’s not right back to normal. It’11
be another month or more before I’'m able to go back to work or do
any regular activities. School starts next week. I guess I won’t be
going this semester. When I call about my scholarships, they say I
can’t carry them over. Either I use them now, or I lose them.

Since I can’t do much, I mostly lay on the couch, reading or
watching movies. Sucks being stuck in the house with my mom all
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the time. She might still call me names and bitch at me for ruining her
vacation, but at least she can’t call me lazy for not doing chores for
her all the time. Sometimes she’ll throw a scalding load of laundry on
top of me so I can fold it. Otherwise, I’'m stuck here. And she wouldn’t
dare hit me in my fragile state.

My scar smells like cinnamon. Not pure cinnamon, but not
cinnamon candy, either. Kinda half-and-half. I’ve showered several
times since I’ve been home, but there’s still a distinct smell. I wonder
where it’s coming from.

I’m about to go crazy from being trapped in this house with my
mom when [ finally get the okay from the doctor to go back to work.
Good. I’ve seen just about every movie there is to see.

After going through all the insurance paperwork, I’m getting
enough money to make a sizable down-payment on a new car. My
Firebird wasn’t worth all that much, but there was a pretty decent
acoustic guitar in the back that got smashed and someone stole my
CDs! Can you believe that? I’'m laying there, dying, in the middle of
the road, and some asshat comes along and takes my book of CDs. A
collection I’ve been carefully curating for years.

We went out to look at my Firebird a few days ago. The front end,
previously long enough to lay on and stare at the stars, was crushed
to the length of my forearm. My silver sports car is scarred orange
and green on the front end with green splashes on the back bumper.
There’s relatively little damage inside. Most of my injuries were
sustained from the seat belt. These two gashes across my knees came
from something under the dash.

Finally, the week before my birthday, I get to start having some
freedom again. Brent and I take his dad’s rattly, old truck to the fair for
the Styx concert. It’s on a Thursday night. The slow day at the fair. I’ll
be working here for the next three days. Only on light duty, though.
Giving assignments, managing the radio traffic.

We go to the Spaghetti Factory for my birthday dinner. It’s not my
first choice, but since there are children going and my family doesn’t
care for experimental food, or anything they consider ‘ethnic’, this is
the easiest. Japanese or Indian would be out of the question and this is
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one of the few places that has decent vegetarian options.

After dinner, Amber and I go to the movies, resuming our regular
dates. She has been over to the house to visit quite a bit, but this is
the first time we’ve been out in almost two months. We make out on
the front porch most nights before she leaves. She tastes like cherry
chapstick and wintergreen gum. An oddly familiar combination that I
can’t quite place.

The movie is one of those generic action-spy-romance-drama flicks
that tries to appeal to everyone. Throw in a couple big-name stars and
it’s guaranteed to be a hit. It’s pretty terrible. Amber likes it. We seem
to have opposite taste in movies. She was excited to watch Fight Club,
thinking it was an action movie. I wasn’t interested, thinking the same
thing. Turns out, I loved it, she hated it.

Since I’m eighteen now, I guess I don’t have a curfew. Technically,
I didn’t have one before, my parents just told me when I had to be
home. They didn’t tell me anything like that tonight. The movie is
over by ten, so we decide to go to the little park down the street from
my house. Late at night, it should be pretty deserted.

There’s another car in the main parking lot, down by the playground.
Lights are out, but people are inside. It’s pretty hard to hide Amber’s
bright-yellow, ‘65 Ford pickup. She pulls her truck into the dirt lot, up
by the baseball field. It’s this or the cemetery.

My birthday always marks the end of summer weather. It’s not
cold yet, but the windows fog immediately once she turns the engine
off, leaving the radio playing. We waste no time in making out, which
has gotten a little boring after the last couple of weeks. She struggles
to get out of her jeans from her position over me on the leather bench
seat. Unfastening my pants and pulling them down to my knees, she
climbs on top of me. This is the first time I’ve had sex in a couple
years. I hope I don’t come too fast. I did masturbate today. Before
dinner. But that was six hours ago. Before that embarrassing situation
at the hospital, I could jerk-off four or five times a day. I decided to
cut back after that.

Hope in one hand, shit in the other. I only last a couple of minutes
before I’'m pushing her off of me and pulling my shirt up to avoid
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getting it all sticky and gross. It’s awkward. What should I say? Sorry?
I’m sure she was hoping for more.

We silently pull our clothes back on and she starts the truck. It’s
only a few minutes until she’s dropping me back home. My dad is still
up. I make forced conversation with him in the kitchen before heading
to my room. I could really go for a cigarette.



Q&ﬁ/d/@vhm
IVE NEVER CARED FOR SALESTVEN.

Especially car salesmen. Like that Ron guy. This dude doesn’t
seem so bad. Matt. He’s younger. Probably only a few years older
than me. I can tell he’s eager to sell a car. Too eager. I prefer to be left
alone to look instead of having someone standing over me the whole
time, answering questions that were never asked.

I’m leaning toward a Dodge Neon, but somehow end up buying a
truck. It’s a Mazda. Cranberry red. Manual transmission, which I like
because it means most people won’t be able to drive it. The majority
of my driving is either by myself or with Amber, so I don’t have much
need for a back seat, which is a big selling point for my mom. Once
the band starts playing gigs, someone will need a truck to haul all of
the equipment. Which is less of a selling point for my mom, but she
uses it to advance her argument.

Back seat or not, Amber and I have sex in the back of the truck that
night. Up in cul-de-sac city, an abandoned development that made it
as far as putting in all the streets, but no houses. I pull out and jerk
off over the side of the bed. At least I lasted longer this time. A few
days later, I’d be at band practice and the guys would be picking at
the crusted stains on the fender, thinking they were bird poop - until
they realized!

Amber got an apartment with her sister in Fresno. It’s a crowded
complex called Windscape. It makes things a lot easier for our date
nights. We can walk to the movie theater and rows of restaurants. My
life is moving away from Oakhurst. I’d probably better find a job
down here.

My brother’s godfather, Brad, has a twenty-four hour gym in
Fresno, less than a mile from Amber’s apartment. I go over there to
ask for a job and he immediately hires me for the graveyard shift after
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hearing that I worked it at the gas station. Somehow, twenty-five cents
above minimum wage is supposed to be a big incentive.

For the first couple days, I train on the day shift. Pretty much all
of my time will be spent at the front counter, checking people in and
out, but I still need to train in other areas, since I’ll be the only one
working at night.

Brad shows me the equipment and how each one works. If they’re
prone to having any issues, he shows me how to fix those. After
showing me the supply cabinets, he takes me to the row of cubicle-
offices near the main entrance and pulls out a stack of papers.

“These are the membership agreements,” he says, sticking a
triplicate-form in front of me. “Our main goal is to get everyone who
comes in here to sign one of these. We don’t care if they keep coming
to the gym after that or not, but this is a two-year agreement. Huge
cancellation fee!” He chuckles.

Forty-nine dollars a month?! Shit. You’d think they could pay
their employees more than minimum wage and a quarter. They sell
hundreds of these per month, hoping, knowing, that most of those
people won’t keep coming for more than a few weeks, leaving them
twenty-three months to collect monthly fees for doing nothing. Hella
shady.

Whatever, I take the job anyway. I’m not the one selling these scam
memberships to people. Not many people go to the gym at three in the
morning to sign a contract. If someone does happen to come in on my
shift who isn’t a member, it’s almost always as the guest of another
member. If not, I’ll give them a day-pass and tell them to come back
during the day if they want to sign up. I get a commission for signing
new members, but it’s not worth lying and scamming people for an
extra fifty or hundred bucks.

My schedule sucks. Four days out of the week, I work at the
photo lab in Oakhurst until five, drive home to Coarsegold, sleep four
hours, then drive to Fresno to work at the gym until the sun comes up.
Caramel iced coffee and a pesto-cheese bagel from the place next door
and then I head back up the hill. About a hundred and twenty miles a
day, except on the days that I only work one of the jobs. And my one
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day off per week.

I need to quit the Oakhurst job. I don’t have any reason to keep
driving up there except for work. Amber is down here and Brent and
I should be getting our own place soon, I hope. The pay at the gym
sucks and it’s a pretty lame job — not something I’d want to do long-
term. I sit at a counter, reading a book, until someone comes in, then
I scan their ID. Even less involved than the gas station. If they had a
turnstile, they wouldn’t even need me. Sometimes [ make conversation
with the members, but in the middle of the night, people want to come
in, work out and head to work or bed, depending on what side of the
day they’re on.

This one guy, Gabe, shows up around four in the morning most
days. He stands by my counter, chatting. Never working out. Not even
dressed for the gym. Probably just bored and this is the only place
open besides the gas station.

Gabe likes music and guitars, too, so that gives us something to
discuss. It makes me uncomfortable when people want to talk to me. I
don’t want to talk about myself, so unless there’s a common interest,
I don’t have much to say.

I bring in an old Telecaster that I picked up at a pawn shop to show
Gabe. The plan is, he’s going to take it and sand off all the paint, then
paint it in a color I’d like. Maybe tobacco sunburst or hot pink. I’ve
always liked the idea of a pink guitar. Not many people play them.
Brent and I drove up to San Jose a while back to see America play a
free concert in the park. One of their guys had a pink twelve-string.
Otherwise, I don’t know if I’ve ever seen anybody else play one.

It’s been getting harder to do band practice with my schedule. I
have Sundays off, but I’'m usually so exhausted, it’s a struggle to play
six or eight hours. Once we have our own place, it’ll be easier.

“Bad news, guys,” Corey starts. He’s probably going to make a
joke, but I dread him canceling our one-and-only gig. “I have to quit
the band. After the gig.”

“What? No way, man!” We all echo.

“Yeah, Angelica is pregnant. She doesn’t want me playing in a
band any more. We’re getting an apartment in Clovis and I’m going
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to have to find a better job than the movie theater.”

He doesn’t seem too happy about having a baby. Why would he
be? He’s barely twenty-one and she’s, what, seventeen? Younger than
me. As far as I knew — and how Corey made it sound - they were
just hanging out, having fun. No plans for a family or marriage or
anything like that, at least for him.

We make it through a half-hearted practice. One of our last before
the gig. The timing is all that much worse because Skip has actually
started being reliable. We have a good ninety minutes of music ready
to perform. It’s not great. This is the first band for all of us, but we’re
going to trainwreck our way through our first show the best we can.

The band sets up in the corner of the sunroom that stretches the
length of Corey’s parents’ house. We practice a few songs to make
sure the equipment sounds alright. Still a couple hours before people
get here.

I find the whole thing pretty embarrassing. Being up in front of all
those people, attempting to sing and play guitar without fucking it up.
The rest of the guys seem to be having the time of their lives.

It’s about ten-thirty when we finish our set. There’s a decent sized
group at this party. The sunroom is full, as well as the back patio.
Lots of our friends showed up. Even though it’s not our party, Corey’s
parents said we could invite some people. They don’t trip about the
underage drinking.

Amber wants to leave. One of her friends, Justin, is having a party
in Oakhurst with all the popular kids. She’d much rather hang around
that crowd than my nerdy friends and a bunch of adults. Since she’s
already been drinking, I’m obliged to take her.

We pull into the driveway of the massive estate in the hills. Justin’s
parents own a heavy-equipment rental company. There must be good
money in that. Inside, Amber wastes no time finding shots of apple
pucker and a wine cooler.

Initially, we sit with a few other couples on the plush, white sofas in
the living room, making uncomfortable conversation. They’re trying
to acclimate me into their group. Get to know me. I don’t really care.
For one, I don’t want to be part of the popular-kid clique. My friends
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are smart and interested in more than cars or clothes. High school is
over. I’ll be moving to Fresno soon and don’t expect to see or talk to
these people ever again.

Amber has been in the bathroom for a while. Longer than it should
take to pee. I go to check on her and find her sprawled across the
tile floor, in front of the toilet. She’s mumbling incoherently between
episodes of puking. I’d hold her hair, but she recently shaved it all off.
Not sure why she would want to do that. After dying it every different
color, she could have just let it grow out. She said it was “damaged”,
but it looked fine to me.

There’s a crowd forming in the hallway outside of the bathroom
door. I ask a couple of them to get some water and to warm a blanket
up in the dryer. She’s already starting to shiver. I tell them that it’1l
be fine, they can go back to the party. I’1l sit here with her until she’s
feeling well enough for me to take home.

Wrapping her in the blanket, I sit on the floor next to her, stroking
her stubbly head for an hour or so until she starts to become more alert.
She’s wanting to rejoin the party, but I convince her that not only does
she not want to drink any more, but she’s sufficiently embarrassed
herself in front of everybody.

I escort her out to my truck, saying a quiet goodbye to our host.
Once I have her strapped in, I race back to her house, hoping to get her
into bed before she passes out or pukes in my new car.

Inside the house, she starts banging around, talking loudly, waking
her parents. They come downstairs to see what the commotion is and
can tell immediately that Amber is drunk. I don’t try to lie to them,
letting them know that she overdid it on apple pucker and I can stay
and take care of her. Normally, we aren’t allowed to spend the night at
each other’s houses, but they make an exception this time.

After taking her to the bathroom to throw up a couple more times,
I get her into bed and find a plastic ice-cream tub, in case she needs to
puke again. She passes out and I spend the rest of the night listening
to her labored breathing. Not sleeping.



Qﬁﬂ/@t&b Ven
WE'RE FINALLY FREE

Brent and I just signed the lease on our first apartment. We’ve been
looking at a lot of places lately, but we finally found a winner. Casa
del Sol. Primarily, because it’s in our budget. It’s close to the center
of town, a straight shot up Blackstone to Amber’s or Denny’s, where
Brent recently started working as a line cook.

It’s nothing fancy. A two-bedroom upstairs unit. There’s a sliding-
glass door next to the front door and, otherwise, no other windows
except in the bedrooms. One thing we didn’t plan on was all the
random stuff we were going to need. I mean, we figured we’d need
things like dishes, but it cost us a couple hundred bucks getting things
like trash cans, paper towel holders and cleaning supplies. We got a
smoky, torn couch and chair from Brent’s parents. That’ll be our only
furniture for now, besides our beds.

I didn’t tell my parents I was planning on moving out. My reasoning
was it’s better to deal with the freak-out when I start randomly packing
my stuff one day than several weeks of being discouraged and berated.
Being told I’'m an idiot and wasting my money.

And my mom does freak out. Yelling and crying. Offering to “help
me pack” by throwing my stuff around the room. Telling me I can’t
take some of my things, like my clothes, because she “paid for them”.
One more day.

I start my new job next week. Photo department manager for
Longs Drugs. It’s enough money that I can quit the job at the photo
lab in Oakhurst and the shitty gym job. They gave me a white lab
coat and everything. Like the pharmacists. It’s not at all necessary.
We wore our regular clothes at the other photo lab. I presume the main
reason for the full-length lab coats is because people are prone to spill
chemicals on their clothes. After the first week at the other place, that
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never happened to me. It’s not that hard to pour from a five-gallon jug
Into a reservoir.

We’re all settled in, with our minimal furniture and some plastic
chairs 1 bought with my discount at work, so we have a little
housewarming party. Brendan, Steven and Joe, from high school.
Brent’s best friends. They’ve been mostly hanging out here since we
moved in, eating all our food and drinking two or three cases of soda
every day. I shouldn’t have so readily agreed to split the groceries
with Brent. Jordan, this behemoth of a goth dude, shows up. He hangs
out at Denny’s in the middle of the night and has gotten to be friends
with Brent and his crew. They share a mutual love for Dungeons and
Dragons and playing with knives. I also invite two girls I recently met
at work, Michelle and Kim. Different Michelle. I haven’t talked to the
other one in months.

Corey was invited, but it doesn’t seem like he’s going to be able
to get out of the house much any more. He got a new job at Pelco, the
security camera company, so now he works banker’s hours then goes
home to be with Angelica.

It’s not a wild party. Brent, Brendan and Kim are having beer. The
rest of us don’t drink anything besides soda. Though, it is a bunch of
teenagers on their own for the first time. The downstairs neighbor is
banging on his ceiling and yelling. We try to be polite, but inevitably,
things get loud again. As loud as eight people get when half of them
aren’t drunk.

After the third or fourth time the neighbor yells out his sliding door,
Brent and Brendan go into the kitchen and start mixing a concoction
in our juice pitcher. Eggs, hot sauce, mustard. Oh, and now they’re
taking turns peeing in it.

They take the rancid mixture to the parking lot, where the neighbor’s
car is parked. This is a small complex and the spots are numbered
with the unit numbers, unlike most places. I can confirm it’s his car.
I’ve seen him get out of it and walk to his apartment. Brent pours the
contents of the pitcher into the heating vents by the windshield.

Back on the patio, I sit outside and smoke with Kim, Michelle and
Jordan. Aside from having to hide it from Amber when I go to see her,
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I can smoke any time I want to. What a relief.

I don’t know how we get on the topic of pubic hair, but Kim insists
that hair doesn’t grow between the balls and asshole. The taint. Gooch.
Perineum. Jordan and I disagree, as adult men who have all of these
things. Michelle is still a virgin and doesn’t know.

I offer to prove it and take Kim back to my bedroom, closing the
door. Undoing and dropping my pants, I lift my balls so she can see
underneath, where there is, in fact, hair. She confirms this for Michelle
when we get back out to the patio. I pretend not to notice her signing
with both hands about the size of my penis. I don’t see how she could
even tell, it wasn’t hard. Which is weird, by the way. Normally, I’ll get
a couple dozen erections a day. It doesn’t take much. But I didn’t get
hard when I pulled it out in front of Kim.

Brent has his own bedroom, but decides to camp out on the living
room floor with his friends, sleepover-style. Michelle, Jordan and Joe
have gone home. Everyone else is pretty drunk. Except Steven, who
doesn’t drink. I’m not sleeping on the floor with a bunch of stinky,
snoring people. I have a bed.

I’m still up, reading, an hour later when Kim comes into my room,
crying.

“Ugh. He came in my mouth!” She sobs about how she was going
down on Brent after everyone had gone to sleep and he didn’t give her
any warning. I tell her she can sleep in my bed the rest of the night.
After she brushes her teeth.



@W‘b‘é@@l/‘%
1 SHOULD JUST VIOVE IN WITH ANMIBER.

As much as I’'m here after work and on my days off, it would make
sense. Brent and his friends are always hanging around the apartment.
It’s like I have four roommates. Her sister is a high-maintenance snob,
though. I wouldn’t want to live with her. Plus, their apartment costs
twice what mine does, just because it’s a few neighborhoods north.

“I want to get my clit pierced,” Amber announces one night, while
we’re laying in bed, watching the latest new-release that I got from
work.

“That’s probably going to hurt.”

She pulls off her underwear and tells me to pinch it. I do and she
says it doesn’t hurt. I pinch harder. As hard as I can, eventually, but
she still claims it isn’t painful.

So we go. To the Tower District, to the Spear of Shiva tattoo and
piercing place. As we’re getting ready to exit the freeway, I recognize
the large billboard. I was thinking I’d never been to this part of town
before, but I have. That weird house I went to with Tony is down the
street from here. This feels like downtown, but they assured us when
she called to make the appointment, that it’s not. I think Skip’s place
is nearby.

A couple blocks north of the freeway, the scenery changes. Rows
of bars and restaurants with vintage, 1920’s facades light the street
with neon signs. Punks, goths and beret-wearing artists fill the patios
of coffee shops. Bright-pink neon directs us to the piercing parlor — a
red-brick building wrapped in a wrought-iron cage.

I wait outside while she takes off her pants and lays across the
green, vinyl table, legs spread for the heavily-tattooed, obese piercer.
I still don’t like needles. It only takes a couple of minutes and she’s
ready to go. I’ll have to wait until we get home to see it.
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We only go to her place. She’s never even been to my apartment.
I know she doesn’t like my roommate and, especially, his friends.
They might be a little weird, but they’re a lot more welcoming than
her sister, who acts like I’'m invading her space by being there, even
though her tweaky boyfriend is always hanging around in the living
room.

In her bedroom, Amber has her pants off and is lying on the bed
with her feet dangling over the edge. I’'m sitting on the floor, between
her legs, investigating and playing with her new jewelry.

“Hey! You didn’t wash your dish...” The door swings open behind
me and Ashley barges in, holding a red saucepan. “What the fuck, you
guys?!” She slams the door and Amber, red in the face, pulls her jeans
back on before going to the kitchen to clean the pot and yell at her
sister about knocking. I wait a few minutes for things to quiet down
before going out there.

“So...I’ve been meaning to ask you...you’re a photographer, right?”

“Um, yeah.” Why is she asking me this? Ashley never talks to me.

“Well, I was wondering if you could take some pictures of me,
for Leroy. Like, in lingerie and stuff.” I look over at Amber. She isn’t
saying anything or showing any interest, so I agree to do it. For a
hundred bucks, I’ll take the photos and develop them at work so
nobody else will see them. It’s not like I’'m a professional or anything.
I don’t have lights or backdrops or any equipment besides my SLR
camera, a few lenses and access to a photo lab.

Amber wants to smoke weed. Since we’ve known each other,
we’ve never gotten high together. Aside from a couple times with
Corey, I’ve barely smoked at all since freshman year. The only people
she can get it from are in Oakhurst. After moving down here, she quit
the bakery gig and started working at an assisted living place, bathing
and changing old people. The conditions are pretty terrible, from the
way she makes it sound. Mostly due to the employees not caring and
doing everything half-assed on purpose.

Corey had to give up smoking weed when he and Angelica moved
in together. That’s what he tells me when I call him up. He says his
brother, Eric, lives right down the street and he’ll have some, so I head
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to Corey’s place.

While we’re standing in the front, smoking cigarettes, waiting for
Eric to show up, a motorcycle roars into the parking lot and stops in
front of us. An old-man motorcycle, like what Brad from Oakhurst
rides when he and his buddies want to do a weekend trip to the coast.
The rider has the old-man leather jacket to match his bike.

“John!” Corey yells out, flicking his cigarette across the asphalt
and gravel. The guy on the motorcycle takes off his helmet and it
is John, but about two-hundred pounds less of him. It’s been almost
two years since I’ve seen him. His face is sucked in and skeletony.
Eyes sunken in, framed by two purple-black rings. I knew about the
stomach-stapling surgery he got after graduation and I’d also heard he
got into meth with some of the guys at the car-stereo shop he works at.

We chat for a few minutes, catching up. It doesn’t sound like much
has been going on with him lately. Working, partying, getting drunk
and riding his motorcycle around. He grew up in a very strict Catholic
family, so he must have some oats to sow. He didn’t come out here
to see us. He’s picking up something from Eric, too. Once he has it,
there’s the obligatory ‘we should hang out sometime’ exchange and
he’s on his way.

I’d stay and hang out with Corey longer, but Angelica doesn’t want
anyone inside and Amber is waiting for me. I stash the baggie under
the seat of my truck, which is severely lacking in hiding places, I’'m
discovering, and head back toward the freeway.

Amber retrieves a crusty metal pipe from a wooden pencil box. It’s
that or a soda can. I pinch out some crumbly pieces of weed from the
plastic sandwich bag and press them into the pipe. I offer it to her, but
she waves at me to indicate I should take the first hit.

As soon as [ inhale the smoke, I feel my plastic deck chair floating
above the balcony. It leans forward and dumps me over the rail. Just
as I begin to fall, I’'m back in the chair, on the concrete patio. Then,
I start to float again, reliving the experience several times before I’'m
able to suggest that I need to go inside. Did Amber even take a hit?

There’s a movie on in the background. I can’t tell what it is, but
the main character is a rubber duck with a child’s voice. The TV in the
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corner is smaller than my fingernail. Trying to make out the picture
strains my eyes. It’s distracting, anyway, weaving back and forth like
this. I can see the dresser mirror from my position on the bed. The
entire bed, frame and all, is three feet off the ground, gently floating
like a magic carpet.

Amber climbs onto the bed and it plants itself firmly on the floor.
She undoes my shoelaces, letting my shoes fall to the floor, then fully
undresses me. I’m unable to move. Completely frozen.

As is usual for when I’'m naked around her, I have an erection.
Pretty much any time I’'m naked and not in the shower. She climbs on
top of me and bounces up and down. Still frozen, I lay there motionless,
waiting for the bed to start floating again. Still hearing the duck-child
voice on the far-away television.

It seems like forever, but I have no concept of time. I’m not even
paying enough attention to the movie to know how long it’s been on.
Before I come, I snap back to reality. Lucidity.

“I’m going to come,” I tell her.

“Okay, do it.”

Suddenly able to use my body again, I reach for her hips and try
to lift her up and off of me. She presses her weight down, competing
with my effort. I press my thumbs into the soft spot between her hips
and pubes, but she grabs my wrists and holds them down, writhing
back and forth until she can feel me get soft inside of her.

I found out later, there were no ducks or children in that movie.



Chappter fiselre
““DID HE EVER TOUCH YOU?™

“What are you talking about, Mom?”’

“Larry. He’s gay now. Did he ever do anything to you on those
explorer trips?”

“No. He never did anything to me. Just because he’s gay doesn’t
mean he’s a child molester,” I lie.

“There’s something wrong with a gay man hanging out with
teenage boys all day.”

Ugh. Every time I talk to her, it ruins my whole day. I’'m more
tense. On edge. Angry. There’s always some gossip or judgment that
I have to listen to. A holier-than-thou attitude. She has the audacity to
insult Larry for volunteering to help children. What has she ever done
for anybody?

I don’t have time for her bullshit today. I’ve got that photo-shoot
with Ashley. Double checking I have all of my lenses in my bag, I start
the truck and head north.

When I get to the apartment, Ashley lets me in and escorts me back
to her bedroom. Amber is out on the patio, talking on the phone. It’s
awkward at first, telling my girlfriend’s sister how to pose and look
sexy. She’s not a naturally sultry person. After a while, she starts to
get more comfortable and I’m able to get several dozen good pictures.

“What the hell?!” Leroy is standing in the doorway to Ashley’s
bedroom. Obviously, his girlfriend posing in lingerie while another
guy takes photos doesn’t look copacetic. He turns to leave and Ashley
chases after him — out the front door, in her underwear. I guess we’re
done, so I pack up my gear.

I wait in the living room for another twenty minutes while Amber
sits outside, laughing and smiling while on the phone. Eventually, she
comes back in and says hi to me for the first time since I’ve been here.
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She was on the phone with Robert, her ex from high school. He’s off
in the military.

Ashley and Leroy come back in. I try to apologize and explain
to Leroy what we were doing, how it was completely professional.
Innocent. He doesn’t say much, just grunts. Amber has to go to work
soon and I don’t like hanging out in the apartment when she’s not
here, so I head home.

Back at my place, Brent and my four unofficial roommates are
hanging out in the living room, loudly taking turns in a role-playing
game. They invite me to join, but I decline. It’s not really my thing.
They like acting out their bits and talking in funny voices. I don’t
enjoy that sort of thing. Playing imagination games are hard for me.

I power up the computer in my bedroom and sit down for a
few hours of gaming that doesn’t require imagination while I wait
for Amber to get off work and I can go back to her place. When I
was growing up in the arcade, I liked fast-paced games like Mortal
Kombat, TMNT, Revolution X. Now that I’ve gotten into PC gaming,
I prefer games that I can play at my own pace. SimCity, Transport
Tycoon, any of the Sierra adventure games.

It’s nine-fifteen. She should be home by now. It’s only maybe
five minutes to her work from here. Nine-thirty. I have a bad feeling.
Something is wrong. Ten minutes to ten and her truck roars into the
parking lot, stopping in the covered spot below where I’m standing on
the front steps.

Amber offers some excuse about having to work late as she rushes
past me on the sidewalk, ignoring our usual kiss hello. It’s obvious
that she’s lying, but I can’t prove anything, so there’s no reason to
press the issue.

I stay the night, but we don’t have sex. In the morning, she leaves
early for work and I lay in bed, listening to the rain and watching The
Breakfast Club. Three hours until I have to get up and start getting
ready for my closing shift at work.

Rolling over, I open the nightstand on the other side of the bed.
Inside, right on top, is Amber’s journal, spiral-bound and covered in
fuzzy, red, leopard print. I pull it out and start flipping through pages,
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looking for any key words.

There it is. Starting a few months ago, she talks about hooking up
with this guy, Ray, from her work. Then, as I read on, she talks about
doing it with Leon and Scott, too. She even says explicitly that she’s
cheating on me. I knew something was going on. I knew she was too
much like my mom. There must be a correlation between infidelity
and being a whore for attention. I carefully place the notebook back in
it’s exact position in the drawer and gently slide it closed.

All day, while in the photo lab, my mind is racing about what I’'m
going to do next. This kind of work is nice for being able to think
quietly without many interruptions. I love her. I think. This is the first
time [’ve ever been in a relationship. When you love someone, you’re
supposed to work through things with them, right? I don’t see how I
could ever trust her again. [ mean, there’s no reason she wouldn’t keep
doing it. Unless I’'m going to stay home and watch her all the time,
she’s going to do whatever she wants. It’s not like I’'m a very attractive
person. Tall, too skinny, my haircut and glasses accompany my baby-
face to exude nerd. I never had a girlfriend in all of high school. If
Amber and I break up, I might never find another. Plus, when you’re
in love with someone it’s supposed to be for life. That’s what I’ve
always been told. I’ve already started making payments on a ring at
the jewelry shop next door to Longs.

I don’t see Amber or talk to her for a few days. She could be off
fucking all those dudes for all I know. Most of the time, when I’m not
at work, I play guitar. Either practicing songs with Brent or learning
them on my own. My current challenge is to nail all of the licks in
Sultans of Swing.

The band is another thing that’s been weighing on my mind. If we
can even call it a band. At this point, it’s down to me and Brent. Moving
to town was supposed to open up a bevy of musical opportunities.
Thus far, all we’ve done is learn songs in our living room and noodle
around on the porch as traffic whirrs by. Skip has been MIA since the
gig. Corey and Angelica just had their baby, a girl. Like most new
parents, they’re wanting to show it off. It’s a baby, I know what it
looks like. Brent and I go to Angelica’s parents’ house to visit anyway.
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Amber calls a couple times before I eventually answer. She doesn’t
know anything is up except I’ve been distant the last few days. She’s
calling to see if I want to go out tonight. I’'m not in the mood for a
movie, but I tell her we can go to dinner, even though I’m not really
in the mood for that either. Eating out all the time gets expensive
when I’m always the one paying — and when it’s always at an actual
restaurant, never a drive-thru or takeout.

We go to PF Chang’s. It’s not authentic Chinese food, so as far as
I’'m concerned, we may as well go to Panda. This place is a lot more
expensive than Panda, so it must be better. Or so they’d have you
believe. For people like Amber and my parents, who prefer a narrow,
hackneyed diet, this place is perfect. It’s “safe” but feels adventurous.

She wants to go back to her place and have sex. Something else
I’m not in the mood for. I think I’'m obligated. Men chase after women
for sex. Women use it to manipulate and control men. That’s how it
works, right? Either way, I’m still a teenage boy, so I’'m going to have
sex if it’s offered.

Those four Dr. Peppers I had with dinner are in a hurry to get
out. My teeth are floating as we drive the two blocks back to her
apartment. It’s plenty close to walk, but for some reason, we always
drive. I run up the stairs and into the bathroom. Amber’s bathroom —
they don’t share. During the full minute I spend peeing, I have plenty
of time to look around. In the trash can, between the toilet and sink, is
a pregnancy test box. Wrapping up my business, I pull the box out and
check inside for the test. Positive.

Discarding the box, I take the test to the bedroom, waving it in the
air in front of me.

“What is this?”

“Uh, a pregnancy test,” she drones like I’'m stupid.

“You weren’t going to tell me?”

“Those things aren’t even accurate. I was like five days late, so I
decided to take one.” Fuck that. She knows she’s pregnant and didn’t
want to tell me because she doesn’t know whose it is. I’ve seen those
guys she’s been cheating on me with. They all look like me. Well, one
1sn’t as skinny. She obviously has a type. Even when the kid comes
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out, she wouldn’t be able to tell who the father is.
“I’m keeping it and you don’t get a say.”



Qﬂﬂ/ﬁé&b Lrteen
1S THIS THE AMERICAN DREAN?

All those years of “wasting my time” with computers has finally
paid off. Now that I have a kid on the way, I had to get a “real job”.
Department manager at a drug store is fine for a single guy in an
apartment, but not enough to support a family. This company, Media
Specialists, is mostly telemarketing. They have about eighty terminals,
running two shifts per day. There’s also a mobile computer-repair
service tied into the company somehow.

Patrick, the guy who hires me, seems to be the only person here
who knows anything about computers. He’s telling me it’s too much
work for one person to maintain all of the servers and workstations
between taking service calls for computer repair. I’1l be the guy doing
the mobile repair. It pays by the job, but on a busy day, I could make
four or five-hundred dollars, he says.

That’ll be nice, if I can stay busy. The house that Amber and I
are moving into costs twice that of my apartment. Not my half after
splitting it with Brent, the whole place! This new place isn’t much
bigger than my apartment, either. It has a garage and a small backyard,
if that counts. Otherwise, the kitchen and the closet in the master
bedroom are bigger, but that’s about it. It’s a new house, less than
ten years old, on the north side of town. My mom’s friend, Nancy, is
renting it to us. She claims she’s doing us a favor, but at that price, it
seems like we’re doing her the favor.

As soon as we move in, my mom starts taking over the decorating
of the second bedroom, or nursery, as she prefers to call it. I wanted
to decorate it with vinyl records, rock’n’roll posters and musical
instruments. Amber and my mom think that’s inappropriate for a baby.
I don’t see how it could tell the difference between Led Zeppelin and
The Muppets. Maybe it’ll inspire them to be one of those musical-
prodigy babies. I get to add a few items from the John Lennon baby
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collection. It’s not pictures of him or anything, just animal decor based
on some of his sketches.

We don’t know if it’s going to be a boy or a girl. Amber wants it
to be a surprise. I want to know. There’s no reason not to know. If
it’s a boy, I want to name him “Lennon” and if it’s a girl, I want to
name her “Niobe”. My mom and Amber mock those names as stupid,
especially Niobe. They say it sounds too “ethnic” and make jokes
about black people. Are they thinking of Nairobi? I literally have the
most common name of my generation, with the second most common
name for my middle name. I doubt my mom is a good resource for a
unique baby name.

I go to all of the doctors appointments with Amber. And lots of
shopping trips. So much stuff to buy. Of course, she and my mom
insist on having everything. Deluxe changing table, diaper genie,
convertible car-seats. Why the hell does a stroller cost four-hundred
dollars?! Crib, bassinet, breast pumps. It’s out of control.

Amber’s coworkers are throwing her a baby shower at our house.
I’m not allowed to go, it’s supposed to be girls only. With a few hours
to kill, I go to Guitar Center to fiddle around and end up getting a new
Danelectro. I like how these guitars look. As far as sound, I still don’t
feel like I know what I’m looking for. Not enough to spend thousands
on a US-made Fender Strat or a Marshall stack.

Amber is pissed off that I bought another guitar. She literally just
got thousands of dollars in free stuff in addition to the thousands I’ve
been spending on her and the baby, but apparently I’m not allowed to
spend three-hundred bucks of my own money. “You already have a
guitar, you should just play that,” she says, failing to understand how
every guitar plays differently and has a different sound. My other one
1s a solid-body electric. This one is an acoustic-electric.

It’s a few days later and I’'m looking through the photos from the
baby shower. Mostly pictures of Amber holding up stuft people bought
for her. Sure enough, there’s photos on here of her posing with Scott.
In my house. At the baby shower I wasn’t allowed to go to because
it was for girls only. They’re holding up a baby-sized Rams jersey.
Something I notice, conspicuously, isn’t in the pile of gifts or in the
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second bedroom with all the baby stuff.

She’s almost eight-months along. Thirty-something weeks or
whatever. Since her job mostly consists of picking up old people, she’s
decided it would be a good time to quit and stay home all the time.
Serendipitously, Patrick, my boss at Media Specialists, is leaving, too.
I’'m the only one qualified to take his place, so starting next week, I’'m
running the whole show. That means more money and not being on
call for service any more.

Each morning, I meet with the owner of the company, John-Lee, to
give him a report on the numbers and all of the information that comes
from the computers. He can’t be bothered to learn how to look it up
on his own. Massively obese, he lumbers around the room, spilling
coffee on his goatee and down his shirt. I guess he used to be some
local radio DJ on a station that doesn’t exist any more and expects
people to think he’s “somebody” because of that.

John-Lee and Lisa, his client-services manager, explain to me
how the whole system works. Clients pay us to cold-call a specified
number of people and ask them to take a survey. It might be about
music or consumer items or whatever. The client might say they want
a thousand completed surveys and are willing to pay for ten-thousand
calls or whatever.

So what John-Lee and Lisa do is they take on way more jobs
than a call center this size could ever handle, but they only have the
employees make, like, ten-percent of the calls. Then they take that
data set, the one I just provided to John-Lee from the server, and copy-
paste it into a spreadsheet ten times and send that to the client, saying
they made the ten-thousand calls or whatever, but only having made
a thousand.

Anyway, it’s all a big scam, but I’'m getting paid a lot more and I
don’t have to be a part of it, so who cares. My job is to make sure all
the computers work and program in the new scripts as the clients send
them for each job.

I’ve tried bringing on a few mobile computer technicians, but [ end
up spending more time on the phone with them, trying to walk them
through a problem than if I’d driven over there and fixed it myself. I
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can’t be doing tech-support and keep the wheels turning here at the
office. That part of the business is going to have to be put on the
back-burner. John-Lee is wanting to take on even more clients, now
that he knows I can write code that will automate and randomize the
scamming part of his business - and because I’ve made the legitimate
part, if you can call it that, run more efficiently. The staff is making
fifty-percent more calls per day.

They’re taking on so much work that they promote one of the
floor supervisors, Rudy, to management. Telemarketing is a shit job
with shit pay, but there are no prerequisites or qualifications required.
We go through a ton of employees. To the point that once a week,
they place an ad for open interviews and Rudy, Lisa and I spend our
whole day interviewing whoever comes in, which is generally over a
hundred people, and hiring everyone who isn’t a total buffoon. Each
Friday afternoon, we’ll each spend a few hours firing several people,
too. Mostly because they run the business based on numbers and if
someone isn’t getting a certain number of completed surveys, they cut
them loose. Ironic, in a way.

I’ve just settled into my office for the morning when Rudy calls,
saying his car broke down a few blocks from the office. I tell him I’'m
on my way and hang up, setting the alarm and locking up the empty
building behind me.

Aside from working on that Firebird, I don’t know anything about
cars. Especially his Honda. Their engine compartments look nothing
alike. It won’t start and there’s not much I can do about it. Wait here
with Rudy for a tow truck or give him a ride to the office.

I’ve had my phone on vibrate in the truck and I have several
missed calls from my mom and Amber. She’s in labor, according to
my messages. | tell Rudy and ask him if he wants a ride to the office,
but he tells me to just go. I dial my mom as I’'m leaving the dirt lot, en
route to the hospital.

They’re still in the lobby when I get there. Amber and I had agreed
that her mom and my mom would be allowed in the room with us, but
that’s it. Now she’s decided her step-dad and sister should be in there,
too. I don’t want anyone in there, but my mom would throw a fit. She
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thinks it’s her right to watch while her first grandchild is born.

It’s a long process. Hours. Amber’s mom and sister sit on the vinyl
bench by the window, blocking the air conditioner, talking shit and
stuffing their faces. I can hear them getting fatter by the minute. My
mom, always a fan of good gossip, gets in on the action. They’ll talk
shit about anyone or anything. The nurses, the selection of snacks
in the cafeteria, some person they met one time in Oakhurst. I’'m
surrounded by assholes.

At one point, something goes shooting out of Amber’s vagina
and nearly hits the opposite wall. The “mucus plug”, they call it.
Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean anything will be happening soon. So
we continue to wait.

When the time finally comes for her to push, They have her step-
dad and I hold her feet up. There aren’t any stirrups. I have one Fred-
Flintstone foot in my hands and she’s pressing against me. Every time
she kicks me, she yells at me for not holding her foot better. I’'m not
really paying attention to the whole birth experience, I’'m too caught
up in worrying about holding her foot.

“You know who I hate? The blacks...” I hear Amber’s mom
continuing between bites of Gardetto’s like nothing’s going on. My
mom has moved from the gossip circle to the front-row, cheering
Amber on.

When he comes out and I can release the foot, they hand me a large
pair of silver scissors to cut the umbilical cord with. It’s not like I
expected. Thick and rubbery. It’s like cutting through a squid tentacle.
Or an intestine.

The nurses take him to a table on the other side of the room to
clean him up and give him an inspection. They finish and hand him to
Amber. Then the parade of people happens. I haven’t been out of this
room for several hours. There’s a crowd of thirty or forty people in the
waiting room. They come in a line to look at the baby and say some
congratulatory words to Amber.

“His name is going to be Todd,” she tells me after the group of
tourists have left. She wants to name him after her step-father. “You
don’t get a say in it.”
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"M EXHAUSTED.

Every weekday, I get up at two or three in the morning. Whenever
Todd starts crying. I have a hard time going back to sleep once I wake
up. Since I’'m awake, I’ll go to work. It’s a lot easier to program the
scripts on the server when nobody is there. What should take fifteen
minutes takes an hour when all of the stations are in use because it
slows the system down so much.

I’1l get home around six in the evening and Amber will drop Todd
off on my lap, saying she needs a break. Since I got promoted, she’s
decided not to go back to work. She’s going to be a stay-at-home
mom. Besides needing more channels on the cable subscription, I’'m
not sure what that means. She doesn’t make dinner for me, as one
would expect someone in that role to do.

I’ve started eating meat again. I didn’t want to, but it’s too hard to
eat vegetarian with my current schedule. Most days, I won’t eat until
lunch and since I’'m always busy at work, I’ll have Rudy or someone
pick me up something when they go out. It’s normally fast food,
where there aren’t a lot of vegetarian options and I don’t want anyone
to have to deal with a special order. A couple times a week, they get
Mika’s, a rice-bowl place down the street. They have a steamed-
vegetable rice bowl. It’s pretty flavorless. The beef and chicken bowls
that everyone else gets smell amazing. Once I’ve broken away from
my vegetarian ways, | get a spicy beef bowl and I’m in love. I get one
every time someone goes there. It’ll be my one good meal for the day,
knowing that when I get home I’m going to be having a frozen burrito
or Banquet meal.

We haven’t had sex in months. Since a few weeks before he
was born. After Todd is asleep and Amber is in bed, I go out to my
computer in the garage. Finding some suitable porn, I drop my pants
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and begin masturbating. The door to the hallway swings open and
Amber is staring at me. Should I finish? No, probably not. She starts
a fight about me masturbating. I’m not entirely sure what she’s angry
about. I may have been raised to believe masturbation is shameful, but
I think it’s a natural thing to do. Especially when you’re not having
sex.

On Sundays, Brent and I try to get together in my garage for a jam
session. We found a drummer. He’s okay, but into stuff like Marilyn
Manson and Rob Zombie. A harder sound than we’re used to. It’s not
practical to practice with drums when there’s a baby in the house.
Sometimes, Amber takes Todd to visit her family and we can get a
few hours of rehearsal in. We need to find a bass player and a singer
and we’re all set. I don’t care for my singing and would rather focus
on lead guitar parts. Brent still wants to sing, but he isn’t very good,
either. He might not want to admit it, but he will admit that without
me singing half of the parts, we’ll need someone else, because he’s
not going to do the whole set by himself.

Each week, after rehearsal, Amber yells at me. I should be spending
all of my available time with her and Todd, not playing music with my
friends. I’d have a lot more time to spend here if I didn’t have to work
a job that needed me fourteen hours a day. It shouldn’t be too much
to ask to have a couple hours a week to do something that makes me
feel good.

Todd is four months old now, so it’s probably time for me to take
down the birth announcement from the bulletin board at work. I never
see it, since it’s by the time clock and I’m salaried. I’ve transitioned
the computer-repair side of the business to a pickup service for any
jobs that would take more than an hour, since I can’t find any suitable
technicians. If it’s something simple that they can do without my help,
they can do it in the field. Otherwise, for complicated problems or
system restores, they bring the computers back to a station I’ve set
up in my office. The technicians can still work on them, but with my
supervision. Or, if it’s not too busy on the Media Specialists side, I can
knock out six or eight repairs in a day when they’re all right in front of
me with easy access to peripheral hardware and no customer standing
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over my shoulder, trying to explain how their computer operates, like
theirs is somehow different than the hundreds of others I’ve worked
on.

When I turn onto my street after work, I see Amber’s mom’s Bronco
in the driveway. Amber’s truck is loaded up with stuff. Furniture and
boxes, as is her step-dad’s truck, across the street. She’s taking Todd
and moving in with her parents. I’'m not sure what I did. Everything I
was told I was supposed to do. Work a job so I can pay for a house and
everything they need. I didn’t hit her or call her a bitch or anything
like that. She’d hit me, but I’'m used to it. I grew up being spanked
and slapped in the face. My mom never broke my eardrum, though.
Amber would always make it out like she was playing around and not
meaning anything. Definitely not abuse. I should be tougher, being the
man in the relationship.

After Amber and her convoy have left, I call Brent, in tears, telling
him what happened. He hasn’t been around much the last few months.
I can’t blame him. Everything has been so baby-centric. If we can get
in a few hours on Sunday, it’s a good week. He says he’ll be right over.

It’s like a reunion of our housewarming party. Brent, Brendan,
Joe, Steven, Jordan and Michelle are all here. Amber took a lot of the
living room furniture. I bought it, but I guess she thought she should
have it. The recliner and the rocking chair. She left one old recliner
and I have the dining room table and chairs. Not exactly a comfortable
setup for entertaining guests.

We sit outside, chain-smoking cigarettes, for the half of us who
smoke, and playing a rock’n’roll association game. With the exception
of Michelle, we’re all huge music-trivia nerds, so we play an advanced
game that we’d developed ourselves when living in the apartment.
One person names a band. Another person has to name an album by
that band. The next person names someone who played on the album.
Then, the fourth person names another band that player was in and
the game restarts with that new band. The only condition is, whatever
you say, you have to be able to give the next answer. This stops people
from naming albums like For You or Foo Fighters where there aren’t
any other players on the album. The point isn’t to stump each other so
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much as it is to see how far down the rabbit-hole we can go.

Inside, we sit on the living room floor and play a couple games of
Cranium while Brent’s friends help themselves to everything in my
fridge. Just like old times. I tell Brent he can move in if he wants. He’s
been paying for that whole apartment by himself since I moved out.
Everyone takes off around ten and I’m left in this tiny house, which
seems a lot bigger now that it’s empty.

The next morning, Amber calls to bitch me out for having a party.
One of her step-dad’s friends lives down the street and he let them
know I was having a “rager” last night. I try to explain that I had a
few friends over for support because I didn’t want to be alone, but she
won’t let me get a word in.

“You must really not care about us if you’re going to have a party
to celebrate us leaving. Fuck you. You’re a piece of shit. I'm glad I
left.”

Still not knowing what 1 did to prompt her to leave, I try to
apologize. Was it because she caught me jerking oft? I plead with her
to tell me what I need to do to make it right.

“It’s too late. You go have your parties with your friends. I’ll be
busy raising your son on my own, you deadbeat.” Click.

The next weekend, Brent moves in. Along with his entourage. They
make themselves at home for the first few nights, sleeping on the floor
in the tiny living room. I have a shit-ton of computer components, so |
start building several units out of what I have. They’re nothing special,
since I’m repurposing used parts. Usually something a customer lets
me keep after I do an upgrade for them. Either way, these machines
are good enough to run some games. We stack boxes alongside folding
tables to make a game room in the garage. Five stations is enough to
make sure everyone gets plenty of chance to play.

Now that we’ve gotten back into our routine of practicing guitar
after work and band practice on the weekend, it’s time to find a singer
and bassist. We print fliers and put them up at the local music stores.
A dozen or so people come by over a couple of weekends to try out.
We’re not great and it shows when the good players come in. One
guy even says we’re “too green” for him to play with. On the other
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hand, we don’t suck. Over half of the players can barely make their
way through one of the five cover songs we’ve provided for them to
audition with.

We’re about ready to give up on the fliers when we hear from a
guy named Shawn. He plays acoustic guitar and sings, but doesn’t
play bass. We decide to try him out. Brent has offered to switch to bass
if we can’t find a bass player. He’s not exactly my first-choice bassist
either, only following the chord progression on the root note most of
the time. It’s like he can’t hear a bass line. I’d move over to bass, but
with only one guitar player, it should be me. I’'m the only one who can
play the lead licks.

Shawn has a great voice. It has a grunge-rock, Eddie Vedder sound
to it. He’s got that look, himself. Long hair, ripped jeans and tattoos.
He writes his own songs and plays several of them for us. Even better.
We’ve always wanted to be more of an original band than a cover
band, but the six songs that Brent and I have written aren’t enough to
play gigs with.

So it’s decided, Shawn will sing and play rhythm guitar, I’ll play
lead and Brent will play bass. If we can agree to a song list, we can
get to work.
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FUCK THIS PLACE.

One of the customers called and said someone picked up his
computer to be repaired and the technicians are claiming they can’t
find it. The security cameras show it being brought in, but not going
out. John-Lee and Lisa are accusing me of stealing it. That’s bullshit.
I’ve given up most of my life to be at this place, been privy to their
shady business practices and increased their productivity. Stealing a
computer isn’t going to make us even. Nevermind the fact that ninety-
percent of the computers that come through here are better than the
one in question. If I were going to steal a computer, I’d make sure it
was a top-of-the-line one.

This place makes me sick, anyway. I’ve been in constant pain for
months. My stomach. I can’t eat without doubling over in pain and I
can’t remember the last time I had a solid shit. The pressure of this
place — John-Lee and Lisa always up my ass about fabricating more
numbers - plus all the bullshit with Amber. I can’t really handle it any
more.

Shawn and his girlfriend broke up. They have a new baby, too. |
told him he could stay at my house. There’s only the two bedrooms,
mine and Brent’s, so he decides to stay on the couch in the garage
instead of in the living room. Fresno summers suck and that garage is
hot and gross most of the time. It’s improved a little bit since we put
up the walls.

The lady across the street was calling the cops every time we’d
have band practice. She never said anything to us, she was just being an
entitled harridan. Wasting resources on non-crimes. We didn’t intend
to stop playing music because of one asshole in the neighborhood.
We may not be great, but most of the neighbors liked it. Some would
come down and listen. The ninety year-old lady next door said we
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could come practice at her house. She’d tell the cops where they could
stick it, but could we learn some Abba for her?

The garage was unfinished so we put in insulation and sheetrock.
On top of that, and for the ceiling, we put a layer of acoustic tile.
Where the garage door is, we built a wall with hinges every four feet
that would cover the metal door, but could be taken down if we wanted
to use the door. Like, to load our equipment out for a gig, if we can
get one.

I quit that shit job. I have quite a bit saved up and I also have a
box of T1 cards from when we updated the servers. They were going
to throw them in the dumpster. Now we can practice all the time.
Brent doesn’t seem to like Shawn much. Maybe because he’s taking
over the band with his own music or because he’s always drinking
and smoking weed. Brent seems to be of the mind that drinking is
something you do to celebrate an occasion or to drown your sorrows,
not just because you feel like it. Or maybe he hates playing bass.
Shawn and I practice several hours every day. Brent is still working
graveyards, so he doesn’t join us most of the time. It ends up being for
the better, he is kind of holding us back. When I don’t have to walk
someone through each part, Shawn and I can move through material
much faster.

We still game at night. I hardly sleep any more. We’ll play LAN
games until the sun comes up any day Brent isn’t working. 1 sold
those network cards on eBay for almost six-thousand dollars. Shawn
doesn’t contribute much to rent and bills, but even without his help,
that’ll cover rent for months! The only catch is, the buyer wants me to
deliver them to the bay area. The sooner the better.

We’ve been up all night, playing Fallout, but decide we can go
this morning. Brent and 1. The rest of the crew wants to go to sleep.
We stock up on soda and candy before getting on the freeway for the
three-hour drive.

As soon as we get the check, it’s straight across the street to cash
it. The bank doesn’t open for another twenty minutes. We get some
Burger King while we wait. Their burgers and fries suck, but the
breakfast isn’t too bad. Kinda greasy.
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I’ve never had this much cash before. I fold the thick wad from
the teller and stuff it into the front pocket of my jeans. We’re falling
asleep on the drive home. After fifteen or twenty miles of the 101,
we’re back on the highway into the valley. Countless miles of flat,
empty ranchland. Even with the tunes cranked up, my fifth soda and
cigarette-after-cigarette, it’s hard to keep my eyes open.

When we get home, Shawn informs me that he borrowed my bass
and was in a car accident and it broke. I ask him for the pieces, but he
says he doesn’t have them. Probably pawned it. Whatever. Nothing I
can do about it now.

This has been an interesting birthday so far. A sleep-deprived trip
to San Jose, a stolen bass. No big plans for tonight. More gaming with
the usual group, probably. Even though I was falling asleep on the
drive back, I’'m wide awake now.

The doorbell rings. I’'m hoping it’s the delivery guy with my
album. I won a rare vinyl record from a radio contest. The courier
at the door asks my name and I confirm it. “You’ve been served,” he
says, handing me a stack of papers. A custody order from Amber.

Flipping through the pages, I see she filed for sole custody. I get
twenty-four hours visitation on the weekend. Neither one of us is
allowed to take him out of Fresno or Madera county. She wants two-
hundred-twelve dollars a week in child support.

“Fuck!” I punch the wall in the hallway, making a large hole and
missing the stud by less than an inch. I’ve never done anything like
that before. It kinda felt good.

“What’s up, baby boy?”” Shawn comes out of the garage, wondering
what all the noise is. I sit down on the couch in the garage and tell him
about the custody order. He offers me some of his Jack Daniels from
the bottle. Ugh. Gross and it burns. How can people drink this stuff?

“Fuck this, let’s go get something else,” I say after a few swigs of
the hot liquor.

“Hell yeah!” Shawn has been trying to get me to drink and party
with him since we started playing together.

We drive across town to a shabby dive-bar. I know it because it’s
been on the news more than once for people being shot or stabbed
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there. Surprisingly, it’s immaculately clean inside. There are plenty of
bars closer to the house and in better neighborhoods, but Shawn knows
the people here and they’ll serve me, even though I’m underage.

Not wanting to order fruity drinks in front of my friend, or in this
bar, I choke down a couple of beers. After not drinking for so long,
I’ve lost my taste for alcohol. It all tastes terrible. Though, I never
cared for beer or whiskey before. I like wine coolers, but I don’t like
the stigma that goes with them.

After the bar, Shawn and I go over to the tattoo shop on Blackstone
and McKinley. I’ve been wanting to get a tattoo and it doesn’t seem like
there could be a better time. A way to remember this crazy birthday.

I call Brent and let him know we’re going and he shows up with
Steven and Brendan. Brent has been wanting to get his tongue pierced,
so he’s going to do that while I get my tattoo. I have the guy put my
son’s name across my back. I also decide to get my nipples pierced,
since I’m here.

The tattoo isn’t so bad, but when the guy sticks the needle through
my nipple, I jump about three feet off the table. That was the most
painful thing I’ve ever experienced. I must still be in shock from the
first one when he does the second. It still hurts, but not so bad. It’s a
good thing I got my piercings before Brent. I watched the guy do his
tongue and I didn’t know it was a hollow needle! This dude removed a
whole chunk of my friend’s tongue right now. Makes me sick thinking
that’s what he did to my nipples.

Most days, Amber calls to bitch me out about something, call me
names or demand more money. [’m not sure where all the anger comes
from. Or why she needs to take it out on me. Today she’s calling to
let me know she’s getting married. To Robert, the high-school ex-
boyfriend. I don’t know if she’s trying to gloat or what. It’s only been
a few months since we split up. Seems kind of soon, but whatever.

I find out later, through my mom, that what Amber didn’t tell me
1s that she’s moving to Japan when she gets married. I barely get to
see Todd as it is. The next time she calls I tell her that according to the
custody order that she filed, he can’t be taken out of Fresno or Madera
counties.
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“Too bad. He’s my son and I get to make the decisions. You don’t
get a say.”

Yeah, I never get a say. I take the custody order up to Madera
county, where it’s from, and file a report with the sheriff’s department
for contempt of court. I know the community-service officer taking
the report from my time as an explorer.

A few days later, she calls me up and says they aren’t going to
file charges on Amber and I’ll need to go to a judge. When I go to
Madera again, this time to the courthouse, the county clerk tells me
that the order is valid and the only thing I can do is file for a whole
new custody agreement.

“So, since it’s not being enforced, I don’t have to pay the child
support?” I ask her.

“Oh no, you still have to pay. They’ll garnish your wages and take
your drivers license.”

What the fuck is wrong with this fucking system?! They make all
these rules, then subjectively decide when and how to enforce them.
Everyone wants to pass the buck and nobody will help me.

I’'m sick of all of this bullshit. For years, I’ve done everything I
was told I needed to do. Get good grades, be polite, get a good job
and a house and have a family, volunteer in the community and all
the steps that I was told my entire life that [ needed to do. That I had
to do. For what? I don’t know. To be happy. Or successful, whatever
that means. I don’t want to live another fifty or sixty years, jumping
through hoops, unhappy every day. For what? So I can have more
stuff? Fuck that. I should just kill myself now. Cut my wrists or hang
myself. Larry said before that I would shoot myself in the chest so |
could have an open casket funeral. But fuck that, if I had a gun, I’d
blow my brains out. That’s where all the bad thoughts live.

Deciding I need some retail therapy, I go over to Guitar Center
and find myself a new bass. A Fender P-Bass. The last one was some
no-name hand-me-down. While I’m at the store, I browse the bulletin
board and find an ad for a country band looking for a bass player. I've
never played that style of music before. I used to listen to it in fifth
and sixth grade. Garth Brooks, Alan Jackson and that sort of stuff. I’ve



172 Tweed Jefferson

been thinking I need to branch out lately. Try out some new things.

At the audition, I don’t know any of the songs. Not only do I not
know how to play them. I’ve never even heard most of them before.
Aside from a Johnny Cash and a Stray Cats tune, it’s all new to me.
The set is mostly older country, like, from the fifties and sixties. The
guitar player, Pat, has lead sheets printed out, so I’'m able to follow
along okay. He has to coach me on the particular style or feel of the
bassline, but once he’s shown me on guitar, I’ve got it. I feel like the
odd-man out, playing with a bunch of musicians who are so much
better than me. And older than me. The drummer is close to my age,
but the rest of the group is at least in their forties.

Turns out, they want to hire me. There are already gigs booked, so
I’m going to have to cram for the next few weeks. They also have an
upright bass they’d like me to play instead of the electric. For half the
set to start, until I’m more comfortable with it, Pat tells me.

I spend the next couple weeks practicing the double bass with a
Lee Rocker DVD and learning the four hours of songs on the set list.
We need to be able to play a full night for these paying gigs, not the
one-hour shows that young, indie groups do with three or four other
bands.

When my brain gets too fried to practice, I pack my stuff and take
loads over to Jordan’s house. His mom is moving up to the bay area
and letting him keep the house. It’s a big, four-bedroom place, so
Brent and I are each going to rent a room.

Twice a week, I’'m rehearsing with the new band down in the
Tower District. Long rehearsals, lots of beer and weed. Pat always
gets a couple cases of Coors Light for practice and we go through
them. We’re sounding good. Like a real band. I didn’t realize how
amateur we sounded when I was playing with Brent and Corey. Or
even with Shawn.

We finish our set for the last time and start rolling up cables and
putting instruments into their cases. Pat pulls his truck around to the
front of the house and we load in the drums, upright bass and amps.
He takes the singer and keyboard player with him while I go with the
fiddle and steel player in the drummer’s Camry.
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Sticking my bass guitar on top of the snare and cymbals in his
trunk, I slam the lid and light one last cigarette while Pat gives us our
itinerary and directions and tells us not to be fuck-ups. I stomp my
butt out in the street and climb into the back seat of the old Toyota.

Feeling the familiar cold of the glass on my forehead, I watch the
lighted marquees zoom by on the freeway and eventually disappear as
we make our way out of town. I’'m officially on tour.






“Sometimes you gotta burn some bridges just to
create some distance.”
- Prince
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My first-ever band-mate and life-long friend, Corey. If it weren’t for you,
my life would have been very different. Miss you, brother!

Hand-drawn cover art by my long-time friend, studio partner, and
consummate musician and artist, Nate Butler. Love ya, man.

Special thanks to Christen for your help, feedback, and positive energy.

Second Edition: wtf? I didn’t put a playlist in this book? Well, for the
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Thanks to author and artist Emma K. Baeza for your invaluable feedback
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Thanks always to Katie for your love and support through all of my crazy
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Thanks again to Christen Wilkerson for your support, encouragement and
doing the original art for the cover!

Todd, I’'m sorry you never had the family you might have liked. If you ever
decide to read my work, I hope you will find some answers.

Jasmine, I promised I’d mention you in a book someday. After all, none of
this would exist if it weren’t for you calling me a serial killer.

Like usual, to those who inspired this story but will never read it:
acknowledge.

I’ve been listening to a lot of 90’s rock lately. STP, Alice in Chains, Nirvana,
Fastball, Pearl Jam, Bush, The Offspring, Soundgarden, RHCP, Everclear,
Seven Mary Three, Collective Soul, Better Than Ezra, Third Eye Blind...
there are too many to list.

Want to listen to my station? Here it is:
https://pandora.app.link/N6RVCMg2tgb

When I’'m not writing, I’ve been mostly listening to comedy. Chad Daniels,
Andy Woodhull, Bo Burnham, Sam Morril, Mark Normand, Kieth Lowell
Jensen, John Mulaney, Stephen Lynch, Steel Panther and Daniel Tosh are
favorites.

I have a station for that, too:

https://pandora.app.link/ORXnbT12tgb

In our next adventure, we’ll catch up to The Walls Instead and see what’s
been going on since the last tour. If you dug this story, drop me a line. Party
with you soon! - T
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